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Chapter 1: Nineteen Minutes

The pump had a tick in it.

I lay on the creeper under the generator truck with the droplight hooked over the frame rail six inches above my face, and I turned the pump shaft by hand, slow, and listened. Tick. A quarter turn of nothing. Tick. Once a revolution, light and dry, the sound a fingernail makes on a tooth.

The depot clock said 6:01. I could see it if I tipped my head back on the creeper and looked at the wall over the parts cage upside down: a wind-up shop clock with a cracked face that I wound every morning before coffee, because the power in the depot came off a generator that came on when I said so and not before. Dusk was 6:20. Nineteen minutes.

“I hear you,” I told the pump.

The tick was in the gear set. The drive gear was new; I’d put it in that morning off a parts truck the gate crew had towed in from the interstate. It was the idler. I put two fingers on the idler housing and turned the shaft again and felt it come through the aluminum into my fingertips, a little catch, like a man stepping over a curb in the dark. A burr on one tooth. Somebody had run this pump dry before the Turn, or after it, and one tooth had taken the heat and pushed up a lip of metal no thicker than a hair.

You can leave a burr like that. The pump will run. It’ll run a week, or two, and then the burr will chew the tooth beside it, and the gear will start to walk, and on some night when the generator truck is the only thing keeping the lights on along the inner wall, it’ll quit.

I did not want to pull the cover with nineteen minutes of daylight. I pulled the cover.

Eight bolts, ten millimeter, and my ratchet came out of my back pocket the way it always did, without me telling my hand to get it. The cover came off with a sigh of diesel. I caught the gasket before it tore. The idler sat in its pocket shining in the droplight, and when I rolled it under my thumb I found the burr in one pass, a little rough bump on the face of the ninth tooth.

A fine file. Six strokes, light, following the curve of the tooth the way the tooth wanted to be followed. A rag. Thumb again. Smooth. I set it back, checked the lash with a feeler gauge because I don’t trust my thumb as much as I trust a feeler gauge, put a smear of grease on the gasket, and ran the bolts down in a star.

6:09.

I turned the shaft one more time. Nothing. Just the soft, even push of gears meshing the way gears are supposed to, a sound so ordinary nobody but a mechanic would ever call it beautiful.

“There you go,” I said.

I rolled out from under the truck and sat up and wiped my hands on the rag I keep in my coveralls, which didn’t do anything, because nothing had gotten the black out of the creases of my knuckles in sixteen years and the end of the world wasn’t going to manage it either.



The county bus depot sat inside Lock Nine’s outer wall and outside the inner one, which tells you what anybody thought of it.

It had been a good depot once. Two long service bays with roll-up doors, a pit in the first bay deep enough to stand in, a wash bay on the end with a boiler that still fired if you fed it, a diesel tank on a concrete pad, a parts cage of chain-link with a padlock I had the only key to. Forty buses had run out of it every morning for the county when I started. Now there were nine on the lot that would never move again, three I’d stripped to keep the safe zone’s trucks alive, and one that was mine.

The roll-up doors on the river side faced the depot’s own fence line, eight feet of chain-link topped with wire, with the depot gate in the middle of it on a chain and a padlock. Past the fence was a strip of gravel, then the river road, then the Ohio, brown and wide and in no hurry, running east along a twelve-mile bend so that around here upriver meant west and every newcomer got turned around for a week. To the north, behind the depot, the ground rose toward the outer sheds and the gardens and the long grey back of the inner wall, and behind that, where the bend swung the river back around, the powerhouse on the bank where the safe zone’s Core sat humming under the floor and the people who’d paid for it slept warm.

Nobody slept warm at the depot. I slept in a bus in the service bay with the droplight on.

I’d done that forty-one nights.

The yard was going gold. The light was flat and long across the gravel and the rows of dead buses threw shadows as long as the buses. On the river the far bank had already gone blue. That was how you counted it, after a while. I kept the clock, but you counted it by how much of the far bank you could still see.

I was putting the file back in the drawer when I heard the flatbed.



You hear an engine before you see it, out on the river, if you’ve spent half your life listening for them. The water carries it. This one came from downriver, a couple of miles off and closing, and I stood with my hand on the drawer and didn’t move.

Diesel. A medium-duty flatbed, the kind with a straight six. And it was sick.

There’s a sound a diesel makes when it can’t get enough fuel. The note sags under load and then catches and sags again, and the engine starts to hunt, revs climbing and dropping like a man who can’t get his breath. Under that, once every few strokes, a hard empty beat where a cylinder fired on nothing. The third cylinder. You could hear the gap where it should have been.

I knew that truck.

I’d had it in the bay four days ago. Fuel filter clogged with rust and water from a farm tank somebody’d siphoned, and the lift pump was tired. I’d told Grogan’s motor pool it needed a filter element and I didn’t have one and I’d make one if they gave me a day. They gave me an hour. Then the gate crew drove it off the lot because the wall needed lumber from the yard downriver and the flatbed was what they had.

I’d told them where it would fail. I hadn’t told them when, because I didn’t know what they’d load on it.

Now I could hear what they’d loaded. The note dropped every time the road climbed, and the road climbed twice between here and the bait shop at the culvert. It would make the first climb. On the second one, under a full bed, the filter would starve it to nothing and the third cylinder would take the others with it.

It would die at the culvert. Four hundred yards short of the main gate.

I walked out of the bay into the yard and listened harder, because there was something else under the engine.

A drag. Then a click. A drag, then a click, and the drag was long, a heavy thing hauled over asphalt, and the click was hard and quick and wet. Like a jack handle dropped on a road, if the jack handle were alive and the road were wet.

I’d heard that sound from the wall, at night, forty times. You don’t forget a mudback walking.

But it was 6:11. The sun was still on the yard. Seams didn’t open before dusk. That was one of the only rules everybody agreed on, the one thing you could set your watch by since the Turn: daylight was safe, and the Tide came up with the dark, and not one minute before.

Something had come up early.



The main gate was a hundred and fifty yards up the river road from the depot gate, a double leaf of welded steel set in Gretchen Haller’s earth-and-steel wall where the wall came down to meet the road. Grogan’s gate crew was already on it. Three men in orange vests swinging the leaves shut, and a fourth standing on the gate walk above them with a chain over his shoulder like a sash.

Rudy Grogan was the one with the chain. You could tell him from a long way off. Big through the chest, red in the face, a ginger beard going grey at the corners of his mouth, a pump shotgun slung across the vest and a toothpick working in the side of his jaw. He’d run a county road crew before the Turn. He ran Krall’s gate now, and he closed it at dusk every night on the dot, because that was the rule, and the rule was the thing that let him not think about anything else.

I went to my fence and put my hands on the chain-link and shouted.

“Rudy.”

He looked over. The toothpick stopped.

“Your flatbed’s on the river road,” I said. “It’s going to die at the culvert. Four hundred yards out. It’s got a crew on it and it’s got a mudback behind it.”

He took the toothpick out and looked downriver. You couldn’t see the truck yet from the gate walk, not with the bend. You could hear it. He listened to it hunting for a second, and his face did the thing faces do when a man is deciding whether he’s heard what he heard.

“Mudback,” he said. “It’s ten after.”

“I know what time it is.”

“Seams don’t open before dark.”

“This one did.”

He put the toothpick back. “Gates close at dusk, Lew. Krall’s rule.”

“Dusk is nine minutes.”

“And it takes nine minutes to chain her.” He shrugged with the chain on his shoulder, a big slow shrug, the shrug of a man whose job had been made very simple for him. “They know the rule. They should’ve been back.”

“They’d have been back with a filter in that truck.”

He grinned, not nicely, and turned away, and below him the two leaves met with a clang that went through the ground and up into my boots.



I stood there one breath.

I was afraid. I want that on the record, because it’s true and because it’s the only part of what I did next that took any thinking. I’d been afraid of every dusk since the Turn. I’d spent forty-one of them in a locked bus in a locked bay with a droplight burning so I wouldn’t have to look at the windows, and I knew exactly how the river grass looked when the pale eyes came up out of it, because I’d seen it the first night and that was enough.

The truck hunted on the river road. Closer now. I could hear the drag and the click under it, closer too.

The bolt cutters were on the pegboard by the bay door. Twenty-four inch, red handles, one jaw chipped from a padlock I’d cut on Day 3 to get into the parts cage. I took them off the hook and walked to the depot gate and put the jaws on the chain and leaned.

The chain went with a crack like a dropped wrench.

“Hey,” somebody shouted from the main gate. One of the vests, not Grogan. “Hey, you can’t.”

I pulled the cut chain out of the gate and dropped it on the gravel and went back to the bay for the bus.



She was a 1998 conventional, seventy-two passenger, long nose and flat face, the kind of school bus every kid in America rode at some point and nobody ever looked at twice. Her yellow had faded to the color of mustard left out on a picnic table. Somebody at the district had sanded her old name off the side and the county had stenciled COUNTY over the bare patch in black, crooked, because the man with the stencil had been in a hurry.

I’d been rebuilding her for four weeks. In the evenings, after the safe zone’s trucks were done, with parts I’d pulled off the dead ones and parts Dale Overbeck slid across his counter at the lock without asking for anything. New brakes all around. New fuel filters, a rebuilt lift pump, injectors cleaned and tested. Batteries off the two best of the dead buses. I’d done her heater core twice. I’d pulled six rows of seats out of the back to get at the floor and found rust and cut it out and welded in plate, and I’d put two of the rows back because I hadn’t decided what to do with the space.

I’d named her three weeks ago. Marge, after my grandmother’s Buick, a ’79 Electra that my grandmother had driven to Mass and the Giant Eagle and nowhere else for twenty-two years and that never once failed to start. I did it the night her heater core finally held pressure, because a man needs one thing that’s his.

She had a full tank. She was the only thing on the lot with one.

I climbed up the steps and dropped into the seat and put the key in. The dash lit. I listened to the glow plugs click and counted, and turned her over.

She cranked. Cranked. Didn’t catch. The starter had a lazy note in it that I’d been meaning to look at.

“Come on, sweetheart,” I said, and let off, and waited the two seconds that the glow plugs needed and that felt like a week, and turned her again.

She caught on the second turn and came up to idle with a shake that went down her whole length and settled, a big clean diesel rattle, every cylinder there. I put my palm flat on the dash for a second. I never knew why I did that. I always had.

Then I put her in gear and drove out of the bay.



The bay door was up. The gravel strip was empty. I took her through the depot gate with six inches to spare on the mirror side and swung left onto the river road and the whole bus leaned and came back, and in the big flat mirror outside the door I saw one of the gate crew running down from the main gate toward my fence.

He wasn’t running to help. He had a chain. He stopped at the depot gate and pulled the leaves closed behind me and started looping the chain through, his own chain and his own padlock, and looked up once at my mirror like he wanted me to see him do it.

I saw him do it.

I drove downriver.

The road ran along the bank on a low shelf, the river on my right, brown and wide, the flats on the left going up into scrub and dead corn and the backs of a few houses nobody lived in. The sun was down on the far hills now. It came in sideways through the windshield and lit every scratch in the glass. I drove with the window down so I could hear.

The flatbed came around the bend.

It was doing maybe twenty. Lumber piled on the bed and strapped, and on top of the lumber, four women. I saw them first as shapes: a long pole that was a lance, another pole, a woman crouched at the back with something on a sling. The truck’s nose dipped and rose. The engine sagged and caught and sagged.

Behind it, fifty yards back and closing, the mudback.

If you haven’t seen one. Think of a crayfish the size of a pickup truck. Then make the shell thicker, mud-brown and ridged like old bark, and put it on six legs that each end in a hard black point, and give it two claws in front the size of car doors with serrated inner edges. It doesn’t run. It hauls. It drags its back half over the ground and plants its front legs with that hard click and drags again, and it is faster at that than you would believe, and it doesn’t get tired.

This one was small, as they went. Pickup-sized. That’s like saying a train is small.

The flatbed hit the second climb, the one up past the bait shop with its sign still saying LIVE BAIT and ICE in red. The engine note fell. Fell. The third cylinder’s gap widened into two gaps, then three, and the whole straight six choked and shook and died with a cough I heard over my own engine.

It rolled another thirty feet on momentum and stopped dead on the culvert, crooked in the lane.

Four hundred yards short of the main gate, give or take. I hadn’t been bragging. I’d been afraid of being right.



The mudback reached the tailgate as I reached the truck.

I saw it rear up. Its front legs went over the tailgate onto the end of the lumber stack and the whole truck dipped at the back under it, and the woman crouched at the back stood up into it.

Gold light came off her.

That was the first time I saw Kirsten Halsey’s [Bulwark] up close. A flat pane of honey-colored light, faintly ribbed like the glass in an old shower door, as wide as a door and twice as tall, standing between her and the thing coming over the tailgate. It made a low electric buzz, like a transformer on a pole in summer.

It went out.

It came back on. Went out. Came back. A bad bulb in a socket with a loose contact, and every time it went out there was nothing between her and the claws.

I had the window down and I felt it on my face.

There wasn’t another way to put it. There was a push to a thing like that shield, a pressure in the air, the way you feel a big truck go by on the highway in your chest before the wind hits you. Every time she braced, the push came. But it came late. She’d set her shoulders and plant her boots and throw her arm up, and the light would answer a half second after, a half beat behind her body, like a clutch slipping before it grabs. And a half beat is a long time when there’s a claw in it.

The shield is late, I thought. Her body knows it. That’s why she’s bracing so hard.

I swung Marge broadside across the road in front of the flatbed’s nose, so her door faced the truck’s cab and her long yellow side stood between the bed and the river, and I hit the door lever. The door folded open with its pneumatic sigh.

“Get on,” I said.

Nobody heard me. I leaned out over the steps and said it like I was calling a shift.

“Get on the bus.”



They came off that truck the way people move when they’ve been doing it for six weeks and stopped thinking about it on the second.

A tall woman with short grey-shot hair came first, off the cab side of the bed with a long lance in one hand, and dropped to the road and came up running. She didn’t look at me. She looked at the steps and put her boot on the bottom one and went up past me and turned in the aisle with the lance up, facing the windows, all in one move. She was maybe forty, rangy, with a face like a closed mailbox.

Behind her a short broad woman with the sides of her head shaved and a mohawk tipped blonde vaulted the bed rail. Her knuckles were taped. She landed hard and swore at the landing and came up the steps two at a time.

“Is this a school bus,” she said to me. “Is this a fucking school bus.”

“Sit down,” I said.

“I’m not sitting down.”

A tall thin girl with a mousy ponytail and burned gloves and something like paint cans clipped to her belt came after her, and she wasn’t a girl, I saw when she was close, she was a grown woman who looked like she hadn’t eaten enough in a month. She had a road flare in her fist, unlit. She went up the steps and stopped in the aisle and turned around and looked back out the door with her face gone white.

“Kirsten,” she said.

At the back of the flatbed the shield went out again.

The mudback had both front legs and one claw on the lumber now. The claw came around in a flat arc at the woman standing there. She threw her arm up and the gold pane came on a half beat behind it and the claw hit it and the whole pane bent like a sheet of tin in a wind, and she went down on one knee on the lumber, and the shield went out.

She came up with a shotgun.

She racked it one-handed and put a round into the joint where the claw met the arm at a range of about four feet, and the claw jerked back and the thing made a noise like a garbage truck’s compactor. Then she turned and ran.

She ran across the lumber stack and off the side of the bed onto the road and around the truck’s nose and across the eight feet of asphalt between the truck and the bus, and she didn’t run like somebody running away. She ran like a catcher going after a foul ball, low and hard and with her head up, the shotgun across her body. Behind her the mudback came off the truck.

She hit the bottom step and turned on it.

The light came up in the doorway. This time it came up when she called it, square and clean and gold, filling the door from the step to the top of the frame, and the mudback’s claw hit it a foot from her face and stopped.

“Go,” she said, without looking at me. “Drive.”



I put Marge in reverse.

That’s not what you’d think. You’d think forward, away. But forward was downriver and the dark, and the thing was on my door side and close, and I’d felt where its legs were from the way the bus rocked when it hit the shield. It had planted its front legs to push. Its weight was forward. Its left foreleg was on the asphalt three feet behind my rear wheels.

I backed over it.

The bus went up a few inches at the rear like going over a curb and I felt it come through the floor and up the seat and into my spine: a crack, a long splitting crack like a sheet of plywood breaking, but deeper, with something wet under it. The shell on the leg. Then the rear wheels came down on the far side and the mudback screamed its garbage-truck scream and fell sideways off the shield into the ditch.

“Door,” I said.

Kirsten came up the steps backward with the shield still up in the doorway, and when her boots cleared the top step she let it go and I pulled the lever and the door folded shut on the road.

I put her in drive and floored it and we went up the river road toward the gate.



It was 6:19 on my wristwatch, which I’d set to the depot clock that morning.

The main gate was shut. I’d known it would be. I drove up to it anyway, because you have to, because there’s always a chance a man with a chain will look at four women in a school bus and decide the rule can wait sixty seconds.

I stopped twenty feet from the leaves and leaned on the horn. Marge’s horn was a big flat school-bus blat that I’d always liked.

Grogan stood on the gate walk with the chain looped twice through the leaves below him and the padlock shut. He looked down at the bus. He looked at the windows. The four women were in the aisle and I could feel them looking back at him.

“Rudy,” the woman with the shotgun said through the window beside me. She didn’t shout. She had the kind of voice that carries without shouting, a ballfield voice. “Open the gate.”

“Can’t do it, Captain.”

“You can do it. You’ve got the key on your belt.”

“Gates close at dusk. You know the rule. You were supposed to be back at six.” He took the toothpick out. “Krall’s rule.”

“Krall’s not on the gate. You are.”

He chewed the toothpick and looked at her. Then past the bus, downriver, and his face changed, and I turned and looked in my mirror to see what he saw.

The sun was down. The light over the river had gone from gold to brass to the color of an old nickel. And out on the flats on both sides of the road, in the river grass along the bank and the dead corn up the slope, things were standing up.

Husks. Thirty of them, then fifty, coming up out of the grass as if the grass had been lying on them all day. They were people, or they had been. They stood the way people don’t stand, with their heads a little forward and their arms loose, and their eyes were pale. That’s the part you remember. Pale, like the eyes of a fish on ice, with a faint light in them that came from nowhere, and every pair turned toward us at once, toward the warm thing with the engine running.

“Close the windows,” the tall woman with the lance said. “All of them.”

The one with the mohawk was already doing it, slamming the old sliding windows shut down the left side. The thin one with the flares took the right.

On the wall, the gate walk had gone empty. Grogan was off it. I saw the top of his orange vest moving away along the parapet toward the ladder, and I understood that he’d made his decision, and the decision was that he didn’t want to watch.

“Son of a bitch,” the mohawk said.

“Sit down, Dee.”

“I’m not sitting down, Noreen.”

I put Marge in gear and pulled away from the shut gate with the river grass coming alive on both sides of the road. I didn’t turn her around. I took her on up the river road along the outside of the wall, past the last of Gretchen’s steel where it ran down into the bank, and kept going, west, upriver, away from the wall.



Husks are slow by day. If you find one in a basement at noon it’ll lie there like a sack of laundry, and some people with nerve had made a trade of it in the first weeks, clearing houses in daylight. At night they’re not slow.

The first ones hit the side of the bus before I’d cleared the end of the wall. A slap on the glass by the back door, hard, then two more. Then a sound I knew I’d hear in my sleep: fingers on the outside of a school bus, scrabbling at the seams along the window frames, at the rub rails, at anything.

I didn’t stop. A moving bus is harder to climb than a parked one. I got her up to forty on the river road and felt them come off the back like rain shaken off a coat.

“Lights,” the tall one said.

I put the headlights on. The road came up white and empty ahead, with the river on my left now going black, and husks at the edge of the beams standing in the grass, turning, starting to run. They ran beside us for a while. Some of them were fast. A man in what had been a mail carrier’s uniform ran next to my window at forty miles an hour for a quarter mile with his mouth open before he went down in the ditch.

Nobody in the bus said anything for a while. You could hear everyone breathing. You could hear the engine, every cylinder there, and the tires on the road, and the river.

Then the mohawk said, “Okay. Okay. Who the fuck are you?”

“Lew,” I said. “I’m the bus guy.”

“The what?”

“I work at the depot.”

“You’re the mechanic,” the thin one with the flares said, from somewhere behind me. Her voice was very quiet. “The one who fixes the generators.”

“That’s me.”

“He fixed the flatbed,” the tall one said. “Last week.”

“He told the motor pool it needed a filter,” the woman with the shotgun said. “Didn’t you.”

“I told them.”

“Huh,” she said.



I looked at her in the mirror.

That’s the thing about a school bus. Every driver gets a mirror the width of the windshield, a long convex panel mounted over the glass so you can see every seat at once, every kid in every row, who’s standing up and who’s hitting who. I’d been looking at an empty aisle in it for four weeks. Now there were four women in it, and the one I looked at was the one standing in the middle of the aisle with her legs braced wide and one hand on a seat back, riding the bus like a deck.

I started at her boots, because that’s where my eye went first. Work boots laced to the top, planted wide on the rubber matting, toes out. Above them long legs in fitted cargo pants, strong legs, a catcher’s thighs, built from years of crouching and coming up throwing. They filled the canvas. The pants were wet to the knee and filthy and they still fit her like they’d been cut on her.

Her hips flared wide from a waist you could have spanned with two big hands. The canvas work jacket hung open over it, torn at one elbow, and under the jacket a white tank top had gone grey with the day’s dirt. It was stretched across her chest, tight, and her chest was heaving from the run, and I’m not going to pretend I didn’t notice. Full and heavy and high, straining the cotton every time she breathed, and the cold off the river had her nipples hard through it.

I noticed. I was thirty-four years old and divorced three years and I’d been alone in a bus in a garage for six weeks. My mouth went dry and I put my eyes back on the road for a second, and then they came back to the mirror on their own.

Collarbones, a long throat, a white scar under her chin. Her hair was gold, a dark gold like wheat stubble in October, pulled back in one thick braid that hung over her shoulder and down across her breast. A sunburn across the bridge of her nose. And her eyes, when I got there, were grey-blue, a light clear grey with a dark ring around the color like somebody had drawn the edge in with a pencil. Hard eyes right then. Watching the windows.

She was the wall captain. I’d known that the second she said Rudy’s name. Everybody at Lock Nine knew Kirsten Halsey, the way everybody at a high school knows the varsity catcher: who she was and what she did, and nothing else.

Her right hand was on the seat back.

It was shaking.

It was small, a fine fast tremor you’d miss if you weren’t looking. She had her fingers locked around the steel tube at the top of the seat back, white at the knuckles, and the tremor ran under the grip anyway, like an idle that won’t settle. She held it there where the others couldn’t see it behind her body. She thought nobody could see it.

The mirror could see it. I could see it.

I thought about the shield coming on half a beat late, and the push of it on my face arriving after she braced instead of with it, and the hand shaking on the seat back, and I put those three things side by side the way you’d put three parts on a bench, and I didn’t like what they added up to. I didn’t know the word for it yet. I knew the shape.

She looked up and caught me in the mirror.



She didn’t look away.

That’s what I remember. Most people, when they catch you looking in a bus mirror, look away. Kids do it. Adults do it faster. She looked right back at me down the length of the aisle, grey-blue and steady, and held it, one second, two, long enough that it stopped being an accident and became something she was doing on purpose.

She was reading me, I figured. Same as I’d been reading her.

Then she let go of the seat back with the shaking hand and put it in her jacket pocket, casual, and walked up the aisle and dropped into the front seat across from me, the one behind the door where the kid who gets carsick always sits, and put the shotgun across her knees.

“You drive like you stole it,” she said.

“I did steal it.”

“From who?”

“County.”

She made a sound that might have been a laugh if she’d had more air. Behind us, Dee with the mohawk had finally sat down, on the edge of a seat, with her taped fists on her knees. Noreen with the lance stood in the aisle by the back door, watching the black windows. The thin one with the flares sat on the floor with her back against a seat and her burned gloves in her lap.

“Kirsten Halsey,” the woman across from me said.

“I know.”

“I know you know. I’m telling you anyway.” She looked out the windshield at the road, the white headlight tunnel and the dark crowding in on both sides. “That’s Noreen Pasko on the door. Dee Ramsdell. Kayleigh Ostrowski on the floor.”

“Hi,” Kayleigh said from the floor.

“Hi,” I said.

“Where are we going?” Kirsten said.

I’d been asking myself that since the gate. I had a full tank, which was a little over a hundred gallons, and a river road that ran west forty miles before it hit anything I knew, and eleven hours and change until dawn. I had four women who’d been on the wall last night and on a lumber run all day and who were going to start falling asleep the second their bodies believed they were allowed to. I had a bus with glass windows and a folding door you could pry open with a crowbar, if you were a person, and that husks could open with their hands if they wanted it enough.

And I had a mudback with a cracked foreleg somewhere behind us in the dark. They don’t forget a thing that hurt them. Everybody on the wall knew that too.

“West,” I said. “Upriver. Keep moving.”

“For eleven hours.”

“Eleven and a half.”

“On what, a prayer?”

“On a hundred and four gallons of diesel and new brakes,” I said. “She’ll do it.”

Kirsten turned in the seat and looked at me, straight across the stairwell this time instead of in the mirror, a yard away, close enough that I could see the dirt in the sunburn on her nose and the grit caught in her lashes.

“She,” she said.

“Her name’s Marge.”

For a second I thought she’d laugh at me. Her mouth moved at one corner.

“Okay, Lew,” she said. “Drive Marge.”

She turned back to the windshield and put both hands on the shotgun on her knees, and I watched the right one in the edge of my eye, and it kept shaking, and she kept it still on the stock by holding on.



The road ran on. Mile markers came up white in the headlights and went by. At mile six a husk stood in the middle of the lane with its arms at its sides, a woman in a bathrobe, and I didn’t slow down, and Kayleigh on the floor made a small sound and then didn’t make any more. At mile eight the river came close on the left, so close the headlights went out over the water and showed it moving, black and quick, with things in it. Long backs breaking the surface and going under. Gars, maybe. I didn’t look long.

At mile nine, behind us, very faint under the engine, I heard it.

A drag. A click. Uneven now. Drag, click, drag-drag, click. Something hauling itself over asphalt on a leg that didn’t work right anymore, and not giving up.

Kirsten heard me hear it. Maybe I tilted my head. People had always told me I did that.

“What,” she said.

“Your mudback,” I said. “It’s following us.”

She turned in the seat toward the long dark aisle and the rear door at the end of it, and racked the shotgun, slow, and sat with it pointed at the floor.

“Then don’t stop,” she said.

I didn’t.


Chapter 2: Marge

The power lines were moving wrong.

We were at mile fourteen, maybe fifteen, the river road climbing away from the water into a stretch of scrub oak and dead pasture, and the headlights went out ahead of us and lit nothing but road. Up beyond the reach of the light, black on black, the power line ran along the shoulder on its wooden poles. You couldn’t see it. You could see the stars it covered, if you knew to look, a thin line of missing stars swinging gently above the road.

Swinging. There wasn’t any wind.

“Hold on,” I said, and came off the throttle.

Kirsten’s head came around. “Why are we slowing down?”

“Pole’s down up ahead.”

“I don’t see a pole.”

“Look at the lines.”

She looked. I watched her not see it, and then see it. The line of missing stars bowed in the middle, deeper than wire bows between two poles that are standing, and it swung in a long slow arc like a jump rope at the bottom of its swing. A line only swings like that when one end isn’t tied to anything anymore.

I had her down to fifteen when the headlights found it. The pole lay across both lanes on a long diagonal, snapped at the base, the crossarm splintered, three lines draped off it and down into the ditch in loops. Something big had hit it. You could see where the bark was gone in a ring three feet off the ground and the wood under it was chewed.

“Mudback,” Noreen said from the back. “A big one.”

“A while ago.” I eased Marge onto the shoulder on the high side, where the pole’s top end lay lightest, and felt the right front wheel find the soft edge and walked her along it with the steering wheel moving under my palms an inch at a time. The pole scraped along her side panels with a sound like a stick on a picket fence. “That’s old wood. That’s a week.”

“A week,” Kirsten said from the front seat, flat, like she was going to hold me to it.

“Sap’s dry.”

Dee said, “He can see the sap?”

“I can’t see anything,” I said. “I can hear it. Listen to it scrape.”

It went dry and hollow, the scrape, like a broom handle on concrete. Green wood squeals. Then we were past and back on the asphalt, and my hands hurt from the wheel.



They ran alongside us for most of an hour.

Husks don’t tire, as far as anybody knew, but they lose interest. A warm moving thing pulls them in and then outruns them and they slow and stand in the road and turn around looking for something closer. So they came up out of the dark in twos and threes and ran with us at the edge of the headlights, at the edge of what a person’s legs could do and then past it, and dropped back, and others came.

A man in hunting camouflage. A girl in a high school track jacket who couldn’t have been out of her teens when she turned. I didn’t look at her long. An old man in a bathrobe who ran with his elbows out like he was late for a bus. A woman with a dish towel still in her hand.

“Don’t look at them,” Kayleigh said from the floor. She said it to herself.

“Good advice,” I said.

“It doesn’t work.”

“No.”

Dee had moved across the aisle to sit behind Kirsten. She had her taped fists on the seat back and her chin on her fists. “Hey,” she said. “Noreen. I got a week of coffee says we’re dead by midnight.”

“You don’t have a week of coffee,” Noreen said from the back.

“I’ll have it when I win.”

“If you win you’ll be dead.”

“So it’s a free bet for me.”

Noreen considered this in silence for about three seconds. “Fine,” she said. “A week.”

“You’re betting on us not dying,” Dee said. “Out loud. That’s bad luck, Pasko.”

“I’m betting you lose. That’s never bad luck.”

Kirsten didn’t turn around. She breathed out once through her nose, short, which on her, I’d learn, was most of a laugh.



At mile twenty-two there was a minivan in the road.

It sat in the westbound lane at an angle, nose toward the ditch, a silver Odyssey with a roof rack and a sticker on the back window, the kind with stick figures, two big and two small and a dog. The hazard lights were dark. The headlights were dark. The driver’s door was shut and the sliding door on the far side, I couldn’t tell.

I braked.

I didn’t decide to. My foot decided. My whole body had decided before I had, and that’s the truth of it and the only defense I have. There was a stopped vehicle in the road, and it could have been a dead battery or a fuel pump or a starter or a flat, and those are all things I can fix in the dark with a ratchet and a flashlight in ten minutes, and there could have been somebody inside it.

“No,” Kirsten said.

Marge stopped twenty feet behind the van with her headlights full on its back window. The stick-figure family stood there in white vinyl looking at us.

“Lew. No.” She was out of the seat. She had the shotgun in one hand by the pump and she came across the stairwell and put her other hand flat on the steering wheel between my hands, so that I’d have had to move her to move the wheel. Her voice dropped down low, below where the others could hear it, and it was furious. “We do not stop. That is the only rule out here. We do not stop for anything.”

“There could be somebody in there.”

“There’s nobody in there.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Neither do you. And if there is, they’ve been sitting in a dead van in the dark for however many nights, and you know what that makes them.” She came in close over the wheel. Her face was a foot from mine. In the dash light her eyes were dark-rimmed and hard. “You’ve got four people on this bus. You have a mudback behind you on three good legs and a hundred husks between here and the river. Every second you sit here, they close. Drive.”

“Two minutes.”

“No.”

“I just want to look.”

“I know you want to look. Everybody wants to look. That’s how people die.” Her hand on the wheel was the right one. It wasn’t shaking right then. She had it braced too hard for that. “Drive the bus.”

I looked past her at the van. And I heard it.

I hadn’t heard it before because I’d been listening for an engine, for a battery, for a person. Now, with Marge idling and nothing moving, I listened to the van itself, and what I heard was the wind. Very faint. A low hollow note, the sound you get blowing across the top of a bottle. The van was open somewhere on the far side. Wind was going through it. And nothing inside was breathing or moving or making any of the sounds that a living thing makes even when it’s trying hard not to.

“Okay,” I said.

Kirsten didn’t move her hand. “Okay what?”

“It’s empty. The far side door’s open. It’s been open a while.”

She looked at me the way you look at a man who has just told you a thing he had no way of knowing.

“I’ll go around it,” I said. “You were right. I’m sorry.”

She took her hand off the wheel.

I eased Marge out into the eastbound lane and around the van, slow, and as we came past its nose the headlights swept the far side, and the sliding door stood wide open on the dark. Seats empty. A car seat in the back row with nothing in it. A juice box on the floor. Leaves had blown in across the carpet.

Nobody said anything.

I got back in the westbound lane and brought her up to forty, and about a mile on, Kirsten said, without looking at me, “You can’t fix everything.”

“I know that.”

“Do you.”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have one. My ex-wife had asked me the same thing in different words for six years, and I hadn’t had an answer then either.



The temperature gauge started climbing at mile thirty-one.

I heard it before I saw it. There’s a squeal a fan belt makes when it starts to go, high and thin, and then a slap when a chunk comes off the back of it, and I heard the slap and then a second slap and then the squeal stopped altogether, which is worse. The needle started up off the middle of the gauge. The alternator light flickered on the dash, came on, stayed.

“What’s that,” Kirsten said.

“Fan belt. It’s gone.”

“Gone how?”

“Gone like it’s lying on the road a mile back.” I had the window down and I could hear the engine changing, the water pump quiet, the fan not pulling. “No belt, no water pump. No water pump, she cooks. I’ve got maybe five miles before the head starts to warp.”

“And then?”

“And then we’re five people in a dead bus.”

Noreen came up the aisle and stood by the partition behind my seat with her lance in her hand. She was taller than me standing, and I’m six foot. “There’s a grain co-op at mile thirty-four,” she said. “I used to deliver there. Big loading shed with a roof over the dock. Concrete walls on three sides.”

“Still standing?”

“Concrete.” She said it like a person reporting the weather. “It’s still there.”

“Is there a conveyor?”

“There’s about eight of them.”

I looked at her in the mirror. She had a long face, weathered, short dark hair shot with grey cut close around the ears, and an expression that gave away less than a mailbox. She said things like they were already true.

“Co-op,” I said.



The co-op sat back off the river road on a gravel lane, a long low shed and a tall dead elevator against the sky like a church with no windows. I turned in with the needle a hair under the red and the alternator light glowing and the engine starting to get a sound in it I didn’t like, a dry ticking where the heat was getting into the valve train.

Halfway down the lane, the mudback hit us.

It came out of the ditch on the left on its five good legs, the cracked one held up and dragging, and it hit Marge in the back corner at the emergency door. The whole bus slewed. The back end went right and I felt the rear tires lose the gravel and find it again, and in the mirror I saw the back window by the emergency door burst inward in a spray of safety glass and a claw come through it, black and serrated, the size of a car door, reaching into the aisle.

“Back,” Kirsten said. “Everybody forward.”

The light came up between her and the claw.

It came up late. I felt it against the back of my neck, the push of it arriving after she’d already thrown her arm out, a half beat behind, and in that half beat the claw had come another two feet into the bus and Kayleigh, scrambling up the aisle on her hands, was in its reach.

Then the shield was there, gold and ribbed and buzzing like a transformer, between the claw and Kayleigh, and the claw hit it and stopped.

And the shield went out.

It went out all at once, like a light on a bad switch, and the claw came on, and Kirsten threw her arm up again and nothing happened. Nothing happened for one full second. I saw her face in the mirror. I saw her understand that nothing was happening.

Noreen went past her with the lance.

She put it through the window frame beside the claw into whatever was behind it and leaned on it, and Dee came behind her, Dee who fought with her fists, with a second lance off the floor that must have been Kirsten’s crew’s spare. The two of them leaned on the emergency door with their shoulders and their lances jammed through the broken window, and the door bowed inward on its hinges with a groan of steel, and held.

“I can’t hold it,” Dee said. “Lew. I can’t fucking hold it.”

“Where’s its legs,” I said.

“What?”

“Its legs. Where are its back legs.”

“I can’t see its fucking legs, Lew!”

I knew. I’d felt the hit. It had come out of the ditch on the left and hit the right rear corner, which meant it had swung its body to do it, and the bus had slewed right and come back, and the push I was feeling now through the floor and the seat and my hands on the wheel was coming in at an angle, from the left rear, low. It had its weight on its front legs and its claw. Its back half was out to the left in the gravel, and its body was long and low across the lane behind us.

The loading dock was forty feet back on the right. We’d just come past the end of it. Four feet of concrete with a steel edge.

“Hold on to something,” I said.



I cut the wheel hard right and put her in reverse.

Marge’s back end swung right, toward the dock, and the mudback swung with it because it was hooked on her by the claw, and I backed her up the lane at an angle with the engine screaming and the needle in the red, and I felt the moment when the mudback’s body slid off the gravel and its back legs went out from under it. I heard its points scrabble on the concrete.

Then the back corner of the bus hit the loading dock, with the mudback between them.

It was not a big impact. It didn’t have to be. A school bus with a full tank weighs around twelve tons, and the mudback was pinned between twelve tons and four feet of poured concrete at the joint where its front half met its back, and the shell there was thinner, ridged instead of plated, and I felt it go through the frame of the bus like a plank breaking under a load.

The rear wheels went up on it.

I put her in park with the back end up on the mudback’s middle and the engine dying under me, and turned around in the seat, and in the dark behind us the husks were coming.

They were coming down the lane after the noise. Thirty, forty. Pale eyes in a long loose crowd.

“Kayleigh,” Kirsten said.

Kayleigh was already up. She had one of the paint cans off her belt in her burned gloves and she pulled something on the top of it and it lit with a pop, and the light that came out of it was a warm deep orange, like a cookstove’s coils, and she threw it out the broken window over the mudback’s shell and into the lane, and it landed in the gravel thirty feet out and burned.

The husks stopped.

All of them. They stopped and put their hands up over their faces, or turned away, or just stood with their heads going side to side like dogs with something in their eyes. One walked into another and they both went down.

“Blind for about three minutes,” Kayleigh said. Her voice was shaking and her hands weren’t. “Then they come back.”

Under the bus, the mudback was still moving.

You could feel it. The bus rocked on it. Its claw had come out of the window when it went down, and now its front legs were working at the gravel, trying to pull itself out from under twelve tons, and the sound it made was the garbage-truck sound with something bubbling in it.

“Kirsten,” I said.

She was at the back already with the shotgun. She knelt on the rear bench with her face at the broken window over the emergency door, looking down at it in the flare-light.

“Where,” she said.

I closed my eyes. That’s not what I meant to do. It’s what happened. I had my hands on the back of my seat and I could feel the mudback through Marge’s frame, the shudder of its legs, the heave of its body against the axle, and under that, every time it heaved, a different sound. A wet push, like a bellows. It was breathing. It was breathing through the seam where its shell met its underside, on the left, just behind the claw.

“Left side,” I said. “Behind the claw. There’s a seam where the top shell meets the belly. It’s breathing through it. Every time it heaves, the seam opens.”

She didn’t ask how I knew. She leaned out the window with the shotgun down along the side of the bus.

The mudback heaved.

She fired.

The sound of a twelve-gauge inside a school bus went into my teeth and stayed there. The mudback went still under us. All at once, the legs and the body and the bubbling, like a motor shut off at the key.

Out in the lane the flare was burning down to a coal, and the husks were starting to lift their heads.

“Inside,” I said. “Under the shed. Now.”



I got her off the mudback and under the loading shed on the last of the engine’s heat, and the husks came after us, and Kayleigh threw a second flare, and we put the bus in the corner of the dock where the concrete walls stood on three sides, and I killed her.

The engine ticked as it cooled. Steam came off the radiator in the dark and drifted up into the shed’s rafters. The husks stood out at the edge of the shed in the lane, in a loose crowd, looking at us, waiting for the flare to go out.

“Okay,” I said. “I need about four hours.”

“We don’t have four hours of flares,” Kayleigh said.

“How many do you have?”

She counted on her belt. “Six.”

“Then I need about four hours and you need to throw them slow.”

Nobody laughed. Dee looked at me for a second like she might. Then Noreen went to the broken back window with her lance and stood there, and Dee went to the front door, and Kayleigh sat down on the step by the door with her paint cans in a row, and Kirsten stood in the middle of the aisle with the shotgun and looked at all of it, the bus and the shed and the dark and the dead thing outside, and counted. Heads. Weapons. Doors. She did it the way I’d check gauges.

“Two on, two off,” she said. “Two hours each. Noreen and Kayleigh first. Dee, sleep.”

“I’m not sleeping.”

“You’re sleeping. Then you’re on.” Kirsten turned the shotgun’s muzzle toward the floor and tipped her chin at me. “What do you need?”

“Light, a knife, and the mudback.”

“The mudback’s dead.”

“I know. I need what’s in it.”



Everybody knew about the cores. That was one of the first things you learned after the Turn, along with don’t go out at night and don’t look at their eyes. A rift-beast that came up out of a seam carried a crystal in it, and if you cut the crystal out you had something the safe zones would trade for, though nobody had told me what they did with them. The big ones went to the Core-holders. The small ones went in jars on shelves.

I’d never cut one out. I was a mechanic.

The mudback lay in the lane at the end of the dock where I’d backed off it, on its side, its legs drawn up. In daylight it would have been the color of river mud. In the beam of my flashlight it was dark and wet and ridged, and it smelled like a bait cooler left in a hot truck.

Kirsten came with me. She stood at the edge of the dock above me with the shotgun up and her eyes on the lane, where the husks stood at the end of the flare’s light, swaying.

“Where is it?” she said.

“I don’t know yet.”

I put my hand flat on the shell.

Cold. Then not. Under the cold, through the thick ridged plate, there was warmth, a small banked warmth like a brick that’s been sitting in the sun, and it wasn’t spread out the way the heat of a body would be. It was in one place. A hand’s width behind where the head joined the body, and down, under the plate, deep.

And it made a sound. I felt it more than I heard it. A low sound, three notes together, very faint and even, like three tuning forks struck soft and left to ring. It came up through the shell into my palm.

“Here,” I said.

The shell was too thick for my knife at the plate, but the plate had a seam, and the seam had a gap where the joint flexed, and I worked the blade in there and levered, and Kirsten held the flashlight for me with one hand and the shotgun with the other and didn’t say anything. It took twenty minutes. It was the worst twenty minutes of work I’ve ever done and I’ve cleaned out a septic line on a bus that sat in a flooded lot for a month.

The core was the size of my fist. Dull, a dirty amber like old honey with no light in it, smooth and a little warm. It fit my hand like it had been made for it. When I closed my fingers around it, the three notes came up into my hand bones and sat there, humming.

“There,” Kirsten said. “That’s worth something.”

“Is it?”

“To Krall it is.” She looked at it. “He buys them off the runners. Pays in bunks.”

I stood up and wiped my knife and my hand on the rag in my coveralls and put the core in my jacket pocket. It sat against my ribs, warm.

“Okay,” I said. “Now let me see your arm.”



She’d been bleeding since the flatbed and hadn’t said anything. A husk hand had opened her forearm at some point, three long scratches through the jacket sleeve, and there were bruises all up the inside of her arm, old and new, purple and yellow and green, finger-shaped. Forty nights of husk hands.

We sat on the step of the bus with the door open and the first aid kit from the driver’s compartment between us, and I cleaned the scratches with alcohol and she didn’t make a sound.

To bandage it I took her wrist to hold it still.

Her wrist was hot.

Not fever-hot. Hot the way a wheel bearing gets hot when it’s starting to go, a heat that’s in one place and shouldn’t be, a heat with a source. I kept my fingers on it and wrapped the gauze with my other hand, slow, and felt for it. It ran up her arm. Up through the elbow and into the shoulder and down through her chest, and I followed it the way you follow a hot line on a manifold with your palm an inch off the metal.

Under her ribs, on the right side, it stopped.

I put my hand there. Flat. Over her shirt, under the open jacket, below her breast where her ribs curved in toward her waist. She went still.

There was a knot.

You could feel it through the shirt and through her skin and through her ribs, if you were me. Hard. Hot. Clenched, like a bearing that’s seized and is still trying to turn, grinding on itself. And it wasn’t one thing. There were three of them, stacked, three hard places one over the other, the way you’d find three bad cells in a battery with a load tester. Each one with its own heat. Each one pressing on the others.

And above them, running out from them along her arm and her shoulder toward wherever the shield came from, I could feel the class itself, her [Bulwark], trying to fire. It ran up against the knot and caught there and slipped and caught again. Like a clutch slipping. It was getting through, but late, and every time a little later than the time before.

“Three,” I said.

She didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. “Three what?”

“Three of something. Under here.” I didn’t take my hand away. “Hard. Hot. Stacked on top of each other. Your shield’s running into them on the way out. That’s why it’s late.”

Her head came around and she looked at me, hard, the way she’d looked at the dark.

“I feel it on my face when you put it up,” I said. “It shows up after you do.”

She looked at me on that step, with the shed dark around us and Noreen at the back window and the husks out in the lane swaying at the edge of Kayleigh’s flare.

“It’s Strain,” she said. “Three levels. Banked. The Gatestone says three.” She said it very quietly, the way you’d tell somebody the number of a test result. “I’ve been banking since Day 7. Every kill, every night. None of it goes anywhere because I sleep in the sheds, and the sheds are F, and F caps at E, and I’m already D. I made D the first week, sleeping in the powerhouse rooms, before Krall moved the wall crews out to the sheds. So it just sits there.”

“And it gets worse.”

“It gets worse. Past a point your skills start misfiring. Then you burn out.” She moved her arm in my hand and I let it go. “I’ve watched women burn out. You don’t come back.”

“How close are you?”

“I don’t know.” Her right hand was on her knee. It had started to shake again, now that she wasn’t holding anything. “Close.”

“Close,” I said. “Not over.”

“Then why’s it getting worse?”

“Because it’s still turning. When a bearing seizes, it stops. Yours is grinding. It hasn’t stopped.”

She looked down at my hand, which was back on my own knee, and at hers, and then she put hers in her jacket pocket.

“How do you do that,” she said. “How do you hear that.”

“I can just hear it,” I said, and that was all I had, because it was true.



The others slept in shifts. Dee went first, sitting up in a seat with her arms crossed and her chin on her chest, and was snoring inside a minute. Then Kayleigh, after her two hours, curled sideways across a bench seat with her burned gloves under her cheek. Kirsten stayed up. She was supposed to sleep with Dee’s shift and she didn’t. She sat on the front seat with the shotgun and watched the lane.

I worked.

The belt first, because without it nothing else mattered. The co-op shed had conveyors running back into the dark, long rubber belts on rollers that went up into the elevator, and I picked the one closest to the dock and cut a strip off the end of it with my knife, measured against the old belt’s pulleys with a piece of string. It was two-ply rubber with canvas inside it, and conveyor belts are joined with steel lacing, rows of little hooks that bite into the rubber and hinge on a pin. I took the lacing off the cut end and put it on my strip.

It was not a fan belt. It was a flat strip of grain-conveyor running on V-pulleys, and it was going to slip in the wet and squeal like a pig. I routed it on the water pump and the alternator only and skipped everything else, and tensioned it with a pry bar on the alternator mount, and when I turned the engine over by hand with a breaker bar on the crank bolt, the strip walked once, twice, then sat down in the grooves and ran.

“That’s ugly,” Kirsten said from the top of the steps.

“That’s ugly,” I agreed. “It’ll turn the water pump to Lock Nine.”

“Will it?”

“It’ll turn it until I can get to a parts box.”

The heater hose was next. When the engine boiled, it had blown a split in the hose to the heater core where the old clamp bit into it, and lost half the coolant into the road. I cut the split off, shortened the hose two inches, and re-clamped. Then I needed water. There was a stock tank at the back of the shed, half full of rainwater with leaves in it, and I carried it in two buckets with Noreen standing over me with her lance, and poured it in. Then I bled the heater core, which is the part people forget, cracking the bleeder until the air came out in a gurgle and then a hiss and then water.

The window last. The back window by the emergency door was gone, glass all over the rear bench and the floor. There was a sign on a post at the end of the dock: LOADING ZONE, NO PARKING, white on red. I took it off the post with my ratchet. It was the right width if I bent the ends. I drilled it and screwed it over the hole from inside with sheet-metal screws through the window frame, and ran a bead of the silicone I keep in the glovebox around all four edges, and it was ugly too, red and white, with its blank grey back to the aisle and the letters facing out at the husks.

“Loading zone,” Kayleigh said, sitting up, half asleep. She’d read it over my shoulder when I carried it in. “No parking. We’re going to get a ticket.”

“I’ll talk to them.”

“Is it on straight?”

“No.”

She lay back down.



Somewhere after midnight Kirsten said, “How have you done it?”

I was lying on the floor in the stairwell with my head under the dash, tracing the alternator light’s wire to see whether I’d hurt anything when the belt went. “Done what?”

“Forty-one nights. Alone. Out at the depot.”

I lay there with the flashlight in my teeth for a second. Then I took it out.

“I sleep in a bus,” I said. “In the service bay. It’s got a lock. I keep a droplight on, all night.”

“Why?”

“So I don’t have to look at the windows.” The truth came out of me easier lying on my back under a dash in the dark than it would have anywhere else. “I’m afraid of every dusk. Every one. I’ve been afraid of every one since the first. I work with the light on and I don’t look at the glass and when it gets light I go out and fix the trucks.”

She didn’t say anything for a while.

“I’m afraid of every one too,” she said.

I turned my head and looked up at her. She was sitting on the front seat with the shotgun across her knees, looking out the windshield at the dark. Her face in the dash light was tired down into the bones, past anything a night’s sleep fixes, and it had set there.

“Every single one,” she said. “Forty of them.” She stood up. “I’m going to go relieve Noreen.”

And she did.



At some point after that she sat down to rest her eyes, and that was the end of her.

I came out from under the dash and she was asleep in the front seat. Sideways, with her back against the window, her legs stretched out across the stairwell and her boots crossed at the ankle on top of my toolbox, which was sitting on the floor by the driver’s seat where I’d left it. The shotgun was still across her lap. Her hand was still on it.

Her braid had come loose in the night, or she’d pulled it loose without thinking, and it lay across her chest, gold in the dash light, coming apart into waves at the end. Her mouth was a little open. The tank top had ridden up an inch over the waistband of her cargo pants and there was a strip of skin there, pale and smooth, and I looked at it, and kept looking.

She was beautiful. I’d known it in the mirror. Asleep, with nothing braced and nobody to count, she was softer than that, the set gone out of her jaw and the line gone out of her shoulders, and I stood there in the stairwell with grease to the elbows and looked at her and wanted her in a way that surprised me with how plain it was.

I didn’t touch her. I took the shotgun off her lap, slow, and set it against the seat where she could reach it, and went back to work.



At the end, I sat in the driver’s seat with the core in my hand.

It was three in the morning. All four of them were asleep: Kirsten across the front seat, Dee and Kayleigh in the middle rows, and Noreen too, finally, sitting bolt upright at the back by the emergency door with her lance across her knees, snoring like a two-stroke. I’d told her I’d watch. She’d said, “You watch,” and closed her eyes, and that was that.

Outside, the last flare had burned out an hour ago. The husks stood in the lane beyond the shed. A lot of them now. Sixty, eighty. They stood very still in the dark with their pale eyes, and every now and then one would come in under the edge of the shed roof and walk up to the bus and put its hands on the glass, and stand there, and then go back.

The bus was warm. The heater was running off the engine at idle, and the heater core I’d bled was throwing good heat down the aisle, and the windows had fogged at the edges. The sign over the back window held. The conveyor strip was squealing quietly under the hood, like I’d said it would.

I set the core on the dash.

I wanted to look at it, the way you set a part you’ve just pulled on the bench where you can see it while you work. It sat there on the dash above the speedometer, dull and dirty amber, and the three notes came off it, and in the warm closed bus with four people asleep in it I could hear them without touching it. Very faint. Three low tones, holding, like three engines idling a long way off in harmony.

And then, for the first time since the day I’d put my palm on the Gatestone at Lock Nine and it had told me what I was, the System spoke to me.

[Retrofit available.]

[Sealed envelope ✓ Heat ✓ Rest: 4 awakened ✓ Crystal heart ✓]

[Retrofit?]



I sat there and looked at it.

It wasn’t on the windshield. It wasn’t anywhere, exactly. It was the way the Gatestone’s words had been, back on Day 2: in front of me, plain, in letters that weren’t letters, flat as a gauge reading.

[Mechanic. Non-combat. Repairs mundane machines.]

That’s what the Gatestone had said. I’d read it in front of Krall and his men and the line of people behind me, and one of Grogan’s crew had laughed, and Krall had smiled his pleasant smile and said the depot needed somebody and wasn’t that lucky.

It had said nothing about this.

Sealed envelope. Heat. Rest for awakened. A crystal heart. I read the four checks and I understood them, every one, the way you understand a list of parts. A sealed body. A heater. Four people asleep in it who carried classes. And the core on the dash.

It was a list of what makes a shelter. That’s what it was. Somebody, or something, had a list of what makes a place safe to sleep, and my bus had just met it, item by item, in a grain shed at three in the morning with a dead mudback in the lane.

“Huh,” I said.

Nobody answered. Noreen snored.

I don’t know if you have to say it out loud. I said it out loud.

“Yes.”



[Mechanic: Level 2.]

[Retrofit unlocked.]

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade F.]

[Modes: ROLL / ANCHOR.]

The core on the dash got warm. I felt it from the seat, a heat like a hand held over a stove, and then the three notes came up out of it all at once, louder, rising, and went out into the bus.

I felt them go into the floor. Through the floor plates under my boots and the frame and the seat under me and the steering column under my hands, a low steady hum running out from the core into all of her, every panel and rib and rivet, down the length of the aisle to the back door and up into the roof bows. Like the whole bus was a tuning fork and somebody had struck it.

Then the glass changed.

It started at the windshield in front of me. A thin skin of light crawled across the inside of the glass from the edges in, amber, the color of the core but alive now, the color of honey with a lamp behind it. It went across the windshield and down the door glass and along the side windows one after another, down the whole length of the bus, every pane, and over the road sign on the back window too, and into the seams around the doors. It didn’t hide anything. You could see straight through it. It just lay on the glass, warm and faint, the way the first frost lies on a windshield, only gold.

The System waited. I understood what it was waiting for.

“Anchor,” I said.

[Marge: ANCHOR.]

The skin on the glass brightened. Just a little. It thickened the way a weld puddle thickens when the heat’s right, and it went into every seam and every crack of her, and it stayed.

Outside, at the windows, the husks stopped.

There were three of them at the glass when it happened, three that had come in under the edge of the shed roof to stand with their hands on the bus. I watched their faces. Their pale eyes were open and fixed on the glass, on the warm thing inside, and the amber light came up on the glass between them and us, and their eyes went blank.

Not shut. Blank. Like a man looking at a wall where a door used to be. They stood a moment longer with their hands on the glass. Then one of them took its hands away and turned and walked back out into the lane, slow, like it had forgotten why it came. Then the second. Then the third.

The others in the lane didn’t come in again.

Behind me, at the back of the bus, Noreen’s snore changed. It had been a rough, rattling, short-cycle snore, a sleeper fighting the seat. It went long and deep and slow, all at once, the snore of a woman who’d gone all the way under for once and wasn’t coming up for anybody.

I sat in the driver’s seat and listened to it.

[Fault Sense: Rank 1.]

So that was what it was called. The thing my ears had been doing since the Turn, the knot under her ribs and the dry scrape of a dead pole and the wind going through an empty van. The System had a name for it. It had just never bothered to tell me.

I put my palm flat on the dash beside the core. The hum came up into it, three notes, and the warmth.

“Marge,” I said. “Look at you.”



I didn’t sleep. I should have. I sat in the seat with my hand on the dash and watched the husks in the lane until the sky over the elevator went from black to iron, and then from iron to grey, and then, a little after six, they started to walk away. One by one, then in bunches, off into the dead corn and the ditches and the dark places under the river’s edge, slow, the way they went by day.

Dawn came up white over the river.

Kirsten woke.

She woke all at once, the way people do who’ve slept in their boots for six weeks, eyes open and hand going for the shotgun, and found it leaning against the seat where I’d put it and stopped with her hand on it. She looked at the windshield. The amber skin was still on the glass, faint in the daylight.

Then she sat very still.

She went through herself the way she’d counted heads and doors in the night. I watched her do it, piece by piece. Her shoulders came down an inch. Her hand on the shotgun loosened. She breathed in, all the way, and let it out, and her face changed into something just before a smile.

“I slept,” she said.

“About three hours.”

“No.” She shook her head slowly. “I slept. I haven’t slept like that since the first week. I haven’t slept like that since before.” She put her right hand flat on her stomach, below her ribs, where I’d felt the knot. “Something’s different.”

“A little,” I said.

“What did you do?”

“I fixed the bus.”

Her eyes went to the core on the dash, and the amber on the glass, and the road sign over the back window, and Noreen at the back of the bus sleeping like the dead with her head tipped back and her mouth open.

She didn’t move her boots.

They were still up on my toolbox, crossed at the ankle, and she knew it, and she looked at them and then at me and left them there.

“Drive us home, Lew,” she said.

I took Marge out of ANCHOR. The amber skin on the glass went thin, thinner than it had been in the night, just a sheen, a faint gold film that only showed if you looked for it.

[Marge: ROLL.]

I started her. She caught on the first turn this time, and the conveyor strip squealed under the hood like a stuck pig, and in the back of the bus Noreen woke up at the sound and sat bolt upright with her lance, and looked at the window beside her, and the gold on the glass, and said, “What the hell is on the windows?”


Chapter 3: The Dusk Board

“Well, shit,” Rudy Grogan said.

He was standing in the open gate at a quarter to seven in the morning with two of his crew behind him and a stack of folded tarps over his shoulder. I knew what the tarps were for. Every morning since the Turn, the gate crew opened the main gate at first light and walked the river road a quarter mile each way with tarps, and whatever the Tide had left on the asphalt, they rolled up and carried to the pit behind the gardens. I’d watched them do it from the depot forty mornings running.

He’d brought five tarps. He’d counted us.

I stopped Marge in the road with her nose ten feet from the leaves and the conveyor strip squealing under the hood and opened the door.

Nobody moved for a second. Grogan stood there with the tarps and looked at the bus, the dents down her right side and the claw gouges on the back corner and the LOADING ZONE sign screwed over the rear window, and then at the windows, and behind the windows, at the four women standing up in the aisle with their gear.

Kirsten came down the steps first. She had the shotgun on its sling and her jacket zipped and her braid redone, tight, and she walked up to Grogan and stopped in front of him close enough to smell his coffee.

“Morning, Rudy,” she said.

He took the toothpick out. “Captain.”

“You can put the tarps back.”

She walked past him through the gate. She didn’t hurry and she didn’t look back. Noreen came after her with the lance on her shoulder, and Kayleigh with her belt of paint cans, and Dee last, and Dee stopped in front of Grogan and looked up at him, because she was a foot shorter, and grinned with all her teeth.

“Dead by midnight,” she said. “That’s what I bet. You’d have taken it too, wouldn’t you, Rudy?”

He didn’t answer. She went through.

Then it was just me and Grogan and the bus, and he looked at me over the hood with an expression I couldn’t read, and then I could. It was the face of a man adding up a column and not liking the total.

“You cut my chain,” he said.

“It was my chain. It was my gate.”

“It’s the safe zone’s gate.”

“Then the safe zone can put a new chain on it.” I put Marge in gear. “Move, Rudy.”

He moved.



The gate crew had left their own chain and padlock on my depot gate, so I drove in by the main gate and down the inside of the wall on the service track to the depot’s back lot, and parked Marge in the first bay over the pit, and shut her off.

I sat there a minute.

The engine ticked. The bay was cold and grey in the early light and smelled like what it always smelled like, diesel and old rubber and the burnt-coffee smell from the pot on my bench that I’d left on the hot plate when I went out the night before and that had cooked dry. The droplight still hung on its hook by the bench where I’d left it. Forty-one nights it had burned over a bus in this bay.

The amber skin on Marge’s windows was down to almost nothing in ROLL, a faint sheen like oil on a puddle. The core sat on the dash where I’d left it. I picked it up and it hummed in my palm, three notes.

I was so tired my hands felt like they belonged to somebody else. I wanted to sit there. I wanted to put my head back on the seat and close my eyes in the first warm, safe, closed space I’d had in six weeks and sleep until noon.

I wanted coffee more.

The belt needed doing first. I had no V-belts in the cage that fit her. I’d used the last one on the generator truck. The man who had every belt, hose, and filter in Lock Nine that wasn’t on a vehicle already was Dale Overbeck.

I put the core in my jacket pocket and walked down to the lock.



The lock wall ran out from the bank along the downstream side of the powerhouse, a long concrete pier as wide as a two-lane road, with the main chamber on one side of it, empty and dark and sixty feet deep, and the auxiliary chamber on the other, and beyond the main chamber the open river and the dam. The Ohio came down past the chamber’s far wall brown and fast and loud. Out beyond the lock, the dam crossed the river in a line of steel gates hung between concrete piers, with the dam road running along the top of the piers from bank to bank. The spillway roared under it. You could feel the roar in the concrete under your boots, a deep steady shudder, like standing on the hood of an idling truck.

Dale’s control house sat on the lock wall halfway out, a squat brick building with big windows on three sides, its back built flat against the powerhouse’s long river face, and a Corps of Engineers castle painted on the door, faded to pink.

Dale Overbeck was inside at the counter with a thermos. He looked up when I came in, a small wiry man, five-eight in his boots, white stubble, wire-rim glasses, a Corps jacket that had faded from green to grey.

He had the quality some old men have of looking like he’d been carved out of the same stuff as the thing he took care of. Concrete and steel and patience. His wife had died two winters before the Turn. He’d told me that once, over the counter, the way you’d tell somebody the river stage.

He took his time before he said anything.

“Heard you went out,” he said.

“I went out.”

“Heard you came back.” He unscrewed the thermos and poured coffee into the lid and pushed it across the counter. “Heard you came back with a sign on your bus.”

“Belt’s gone,” I said. “I’m running her on a strip of grain conveyor.”

He nodded like that was a reasonable thing for a man to say at seven in the morning. “What size?”

I told him. He went into the back. I drank the coffee. It was black and terrible and the best thing I’d ever tasted.

From the back room I heard a rattling, then a cough, then a long rough grinding that I knew was his emergency generator, the old Detroit diesel he kept in a cage behind the control house for when the lock’s power went down. He’d fired it to check it. He did that every morning. It caught and ran, and I stood at the counter with the coffee and listened to it through the wall, and I put the lid down.

“Dale,” I said.

He came back out with a belt over his shoulder. “That’s your size.”

“Your generator’s got a bad injection pump.”

He stopped.

“Number four’s coming in late,” I said. “Listen to it. It’s got a skip every eleventh stroke, about. That’s not the injector, that’s the pump. Probably a worn plunger on that barrel, or the delivery valve’s sticking. It’s been doing it for a while. It’ll start getting worse when it gets cold.”

He stood there with the belt on his shoulder, and then he turned his head and listened. He was a man who’d run machines his whole life and he heard it, a little catch in the rhythm like a missed step on a stair.

“Huh,” he said.

“I can rebuild it. Not today.”

[Fault Sense: use noted.]

Two words, off to the side of everything like a note on a work order, and nothing after them. The System had watched me hear a bad plunger through a brick wall and it wanted me to know it had seen. It didn’t say anything else. It never did.

He put the belt on the counter. Then he reached under the counter and came up with a cardboard box, a parts box with a Corps inventory sticker on the side, and set it next to the belt. Inside were injector rebuild kits. A dozen of them. Seals, springs, nozzle tips, in plastic bags.

“Those don’t fit my Detroit,” he said. “They fit about half of what’s in your depot.”

“Dale.”

“Take them. They’re no good to me.” He picked up his thermos lid and finished my coffee. “What’s on the windows?”



I told him.

I didn’t mean to tell him all of it. I meant to say something about the core and leave. But he asked questions the way a man asks questions who wants the actual answers, short and specific, and I’d been awake for twenty-six hours and the coffee had hit me like a hammer, and it all came out. The co-op. The core on the dash. The four checks. The amber on the glass. The husks walking away.

He listened to all of it, and poured himself a second lid of coffee halfway through, and drank it. When I was done, he took off his glasses and cleaned them on his jacket, which only moved the dirt around.

“Marge,” he said.

“Her name’s Marge.”

“Grade F.”

“That’s what it said.”

He put the glasses back on. “You know what the grades mean?”

“I know F’s the bottom.”

“You know what it caps?”

“Kirsten said F caps at E.”

“Kirsten’s right. That’s one line of it.” He leaned on the counter. “I’m sixty years old. Thirty of those I’ve run this lock for the Corps, and I never read a manual as close as I’ve read that rock. Every night for forty nights, Lew. Every night after the Board. It’s there if you put your hand on it long enough and ask. Nobody does. They put their hand on it, it tells them their rank and their class, and they take their hand off.” He held up a finger. “Grade F caps you at E.”

Another finger. “E caps you at B. D caps you at A. C caps at S.”

A third. “B, double-S. A, triple-S. S doesn’t cap.”

He put the hand down.

“And F’s a holding pen,” he said. “You sleep in an F field, you keep what you had and you never climb past E. Don’t matter how many husks you kill. You just bank it.”

I stood there.

“The powerhouse is D,” I said slowly.

“The Core’s D. Inside the powerhouse rooms, D. The field fades out from there. Inner blocks, behind Gretchen’s wall, that’s E. Out at the edge, where the sheds are.” He shrugged. “F. Just barely. Another forty yards and it’s nothing at all.”

“And the women on the wall sleep at the edge.”

“Krall berths them there.”

“Why?”

He looked at me over his glasses and waited. The look meant: you know why. Say it yourself.

“Because if they slept at D,” I said, “they’d climb.”

“To A,” Dale said. “Kirsten Halsey at A rank. Can you imagine that?” He screwed the cap back on the thermos. “Krall can.”



I put my hand on the wall.

I’d been listening to the lock the whole time I stood there, the spillway’s roar in the concrete and the river along the wall and Dale’s generator in its cage, and under all of it something else, something I hadn’t let myself pay attention to because I’d been paying attention to Dale. The control house was built right up against the powerhouse’s river face. Its back wall was the powerhouse’s wall, eight feet of poured concrete from the 1930s.

I put my palm on it. Flat.

The concrete was cold. Under the cold, it shook with the spillway, a deep endless shudder. And under that, so far down I had to close my eyes, there was a sound.

Six notes.

Low and level, all six together, like six big engines idling in a row in a shed somewhere deep under the ground, in harmony, not one of them missing a beat. They came up through the concrete into my palm and my wrist and my elbow and I felt them in my back teeth. Three of them I knew. They were the same three I’d been carrying around in my pocket since the co-op, the same three notes the core gave off when I closed my hand on it, only bigger and deeper and fuller. The other three were under those. Lower. Like the bottom half of a chord.

The Core. Under the powerhouse floor, in its chamber, ringing.

“You can hear it,” Dale said.

I opened my eyes. He was watching me.

“Six notes,” I said. “Mine’s got three of them.”

He set his thermos down on the counter, square, the way he’d set a part down. “Core takes whoever’s hand is on it. That’s all it takes. Krall got down to the chamber on Day 1 with a revolver and three road-crew men and put his palm on it before anybody else knew what it was. It’s been his since.”

“Just a hand.”

“Just a hand. Nobody’s ever tried to put another one on it.” He picked up his thermos. “Get your belt on that bus, Lew. You look like hell.”



I put the belt on. I put three of Dale’s injector kits in the depot’s two best trucks, because they needed it and because doing something with my hands was the only thing keeping me upright. Somewhere around eleven I lay down on Marge’s back bench to rest my eyes for five minutes and woke up at two in the afternoon with the core warm in my pocket against my ribs and the bay full of flat grey light.

I’d slept three hours on a bench in a bus in a garage in daylight, and I woke up feeling like I’d been hit by one.

Marge was in ROLL, the rest field off, so none of that was the bus’s doing. That was six weeks of dusks coming due all at once.

I went to see the sheds.



The outer sheds sat at the top of the river flats, north of the depot, in a long ragged row along the last line where Lock Nine’s field still reached. Prefab storage sheds, the kind you’d buy at a farm store and put behind your house for the mower, steel siding over a frame, ten by twelve, rolled down off a flatbed sometime in the first week and left where they landed. Twenty of them. Some had doors. Some had tarps where the doors should be.

From a hundred yards off, they looked like a parking lot for sheds. Up close they looked like what they were.

Inside the first one I looked into, four cots stood on the dirt floor with their legs sinking into the mud. Army surplus, canvas and aluminum. There were blankets on them, wool, and the blankets were wet through. The roof leaked along every seam, and it had rained two nights ago, and nobody had dried anything because there was nothing to dry it with.

A burn barrel stood outside every second shed, a fifty-five gallon drum with holes punched in the sides, and most of them were cold.

Women slept in the sheds. It was two in the afternoon and they were asleep, because they’d been on the wall all night and they’d be on the wall again tonight. They slept in their boots. In their jackets. With their lances and their bats and their pipes on the cot beside them, and their hands on them. One of them, a big woman with a shaved head, slept sitting up against the shed wall with her knees drawn up because her cot had a broken leg.

I stood at the edge of the row and listened.

It was the breathing. You can tell a lot about a person from their breathing when they sleep, the same way you can tell a lot about an engine from its idle. Most of these were fast. Shallow. Short-cycling, the way a furnace does on a bad thermostat, firing and quitting and firing again. The sleep of bodies that were not, on some level, allowed to believe they were safe.

And the field. I could feel it here, faintly, the same six notes I’d felt in the powerhouse wall, stretched so thin out at the edge that it was barely there at all. Like the last of a radio station going out at the edge of its range. You could hear the music if you strained. You couldn’t dance to it.

Behind me, a woman’s voice said, “You’re the bus guy.”

I turned around. Kayleigh Ostrowski stood in the door of shed nine with a blanket around her shoulders, barefoot on the dirt. She’d taken her gloves off. She saw me look at her hands and put them under the blanket.

“That’s me,” I said.

“Kirsten’s asleep.” She looked down the row. “Everybody’s asleep. We’re the stand-down tonight.”

“You were out all last night.”

“Rudy’s rota. Big favor, he says.” She shrugged under the blanket, without any heat, quiet and plain, like she’d stopped expecting things to be different. Then something came into her face. “I slept, though. On the bus. I didn’t think I would. I mean, I really slept.”

I waited. She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders and looked at her own bare feet in the mud.

“I haven’t slept like that in six weeks. I’m twenty-four years old and I’ve been sleeping like somebody’s grandmother.” She almost laughed. “I used to sleep through anything. Second year of nursing school at the community college, you learn to sleep standing up in a hallway. Last night I slept like that again.”

“I know.”

“Do you know why?”

“Some of it,” I said.

She stood a moment longer with the blanket around her. Then she went back into the shed, and I heard the cot creak, and her breathing slow, and catch, and start to short-cycle like the rest of them.



The Dusk Board stood in the square on Front Street, inside the inner wall.

You went in through the inner gate at the end of Lock Street, which was open by day, past two of Grogan’s crew in their orange vests, and the inner wall closed around you, Gretchen Haller’s earth-and-steel wall twelve feet high and four thick, curving around the powerhouse and the six blocks of river-town houses behind it. Inside, it was a different place. The streets were swept. People walked on the sidewalks. There were curtains in the windows of the brick row houses, and smoke from chimneys, and somewhere a radio was playing a CD of old country songs off a generator. A woman was hanging laundry on a line between two porches, and it was dry.

Front Street ran along the riverside of the blocks, with the powerhouse at its downstream end, a big brick building with tall arched windows and a stone eagle over the door from 1937. The square was the wide place in front of it, where the town had had a war memorial and a gazebo once and a flagpole. The flagpole was gone.

The Board stood where the flagpole had been.

It wasn’t anything during the day. A column of grey stone rising out of the pavement about twelve feet, smooth, seamless, a little wider than a man, as if it had grown there. At its base, waist-high, a flat black slab sat in the stone like a step: the Gatestone. Where you put your palm and it told you what you were. I’d put mine there on Day 2.

At dusk, it lit.

I came in at ten past six. Dusk was 6:19. The square was full. It always was. Everyone inside the inner wall came to the square at dusk, and anyone outside it who was allowed in by day came too, and stood at the back. The paying families stood at the front, around the base of the Board, in clean coats. Krall’s men stood with them, the road-crew men and the gate-crew men and the ones who did whatever needed doing. At the back, along the inner wall, stood the outer people: men from the gardens, the depot hand, and the wall women, filthy, in their jackets and boots, with their gear, ready to go up as soon as the Board was done.

Kirsten was there. I saw her at the back with her crew, against the wall by the gate, with her arms folded. She saw me. She didn’t wave. She tipped her head up at the Board, once, like a question, and brought it back down to me.

At 6:19 the sun went off the top of the powerhouse, and the Board came on.



It came on from the base up, a column of white light climbing the stone like water filling a glass, and when it reached the top it flared once, bright enough to throw shadows, and the whole square went quiet.

Then the lines came.

They came up the face of the column one at a time, white on white, big enough to read from the back of the square. Names first. Every awakened inside the walls who’d slept in the field and climbed a rank that day.

[Wayne Sobczak: E -> D.]

Somebody at the front clapped. A big man in a Carhartt coat, one of Krall’s road crew, grinned and got slapped on the back.

[Terry Hrabik: F -> E.]

[Gina Ferencz: F -> E.]

A woman at the front with two kids holding her coat put her hand over her mouth. The kids didn’t understand. Her husband put his arm around her.

That was all the names. Three. Three rank changes in a safe zone of six hundred people, and every one of them from the front of the square.

Then the shelters.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D.]

Same as every night. People didn’t even look up for that one. It was like the weather report saying the river was where it had been yesterday.

Then a new line came up the column.

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade F.]



The square went silent.

Six hundred people stopped breathing at once, and in the silence I could hear the spillway roaring a quarter mile away and somebody’s kid asking what a mobile shelter was.

Nobody answered him.

I stood at the back against the wall and felt every eye in the square find me. It took about three seconds. Some of them knew already. The gate crew knew. The wall women knew. Krall’s men had heard by noon. But most of the six hundred people in that square had never once looked at the depot hand in the greasy coveralls, and they turned now and looked at me, and I felt it like heat off an open firebox.

At the front of the square, at the foot of the Board, a man in a clean fleece vest turned around.

Darrell Krall was fifty-two years old and had been a county road supervisor for twenty of them, and he looked exactly like what he’d been: the man at the county fair who shakes your hand in the beef barn and remembers your name and asks after your mother. Five-eleven, soft through the middle, heavy in the shoulders, with a grey crew cut and pale blue eyes behind a pair of reading glasses that hung on a cord around his neck. His jeans were pressed. In a safe zone where most of the men hadn’t changed their shirts in a week, Darrell Krall’s jeans had a crease. A revolver sat on his hip in a leather holster like it had always been there.

He looked at me across the square. He smiled.

It was a pleasant smile. It didn’t move.

Then the last line came up, and every head turned back to the Board.

[River Rift: Surge, 20 nights.]



You could feel the square go cold.

I didn’t know what a Surge was. Most of the people in that square didn’t know either, not exactly, but they knew the word River and they knew the word Rift and they knew what the Tide was like on an ordinary night, and the System didn’t put words on that Board for nothing. A man near me said, “What’s that mean? What’s that mean, twenty?” and nobody answered him.

The light on the Board held for one more breath and went out.

And the square came apart the way it did every night, all at once, the paying families heading for their houses and their curtains and their dry laundry, the outer people heading for the gate. The wall women went first. They went fast, at a jog, past me through the inner gate without a word, because the seams would open in the next half hour and the wall had to be manned before they did.

Kirsten went past me. She didn’t stop. She touched my arm, once, going by, two fingers on the sleeve of my jacket, and was gone up Lock Street toward the sheds with her crew behind her.



I went out after them, and at the inner gate I saw the family.

They were standing to the side of the gate, against the wall, out of the stream of people going through. A man and a woman, maybe forty, and two kids, a boy and a girl in winter coats. They had bags. Duffel bags, a suitcase with wheels, a laundry basket full of blankets with a lamp sticking out of the top. They were standing there with all of it in the cold while the light went.

Clem Tuttle stood with them.

I knew Tuttle by sight. Everybody did. A thin man in a neat navy parka zipped to the chin, with soft white hands, the softest hands in Lock Nine. Fifty-five years old, and I’d have bet my ratchet those hands had never held a shovel. He carried a clipboard under his arm that he never wrote on, because he didn’t need to. He remembered every name and every bunk and every price in the inner blocks, and what every family had paid for theirs, and what they had left to pay with. Before the Turn he’d run a self-storage business on the state route. That’s what he did now. Storage.

He was talking to the man. Quietly, reasonably. I didn’t hear all of it. I heard “the trader needs a room,” and “you understand,” and “the sheds, for now, until something opens up.”

The man said something I didn’t hear. His wife was holding the girl against her coat.

Tuttle nodded, sympathetic, and touched the man’s arm the way Kirsten had touched mine.

Behind them, coming down Front Street from the powerhouse with one of Krall’s men, a stranger in a long oilskin coat walked toward the blocks with a duffel bag over his shoulder. He had a rail-yard look about him. Grease to the wrists of his coat. A badge on his coat I didn’t recognize, a black gear on a red ground. He didn’t look at the family as he passed.

I stood at the gate with the crowd going past me and the light going, and the man bent and picked up the laundry basket.

“Lew.” One of Grogan’s crew at the gate, a young one. “Gate’s closing.”

I went through. Behind me, a minute later, I heard the family come through too, the suitcase wheels on the pavement, and the inner gate grind shut behind them all.



I was in the bay with the droplight on, rebuilding the starter I’d been meaning to look at for a week, when Krall came to the depot.

It was full dark. The Tide was up. You could hear it from the depot, faintly, from the outer wall along the river flats: shouts, the crack of a shotgun now and then, a sound like somebody beating on a steel drum with a pipe. The husks at the wall. The depot’s own fence, the river side, had husks at it too. I could hear them out there in the dark beyond the chain-link, the fingers on the wire, the soft rattle of it. I always could. That was why I kept the droplight on.

Krall came in through the shed-side gate with two flashlights. One was his. One was Tuttle’s. There were two of Grogan’s men behind them with shotguns, and they stayed at the bay door.

“Lew,” Krall said, warmly, and put out his hand. “Darrell Krall. I don’t believe we’ve really met.”

We’d met. He’d been standing beside the Gatestone on Day 2.

I wiped my hand on my rag out of habit and shook his with the black still in the creases.

His grip was good. Warm, firm, dry, exactly the right length, a two-pump handshake with his left hand coming up to cup my elbow at the end. A politician’s handshake. I’d shaken a lot of them at county budget meetings when I was trying to get money for brake parts. But I was listening to his hand the way I listen to everything, and there was nothing in it. No hurry. No tension. His pulse in his wrist where my fingers touched it was slow and even, and when he breathed, he breathed from low in his belly, steady, the breath of a man who’s not surprised by anything in the room.

It was rehearsed, and the man was rehearsed more than the words. He’d done this before, this exact visit, to other people, about other things, and it had gone the way he wanted every time.

“That’s quite a bus,” he said, and turned to look at Marge over the pit with real admiration on his face. “Quite a thing you’ve done there.”

“Thanks.”

“No, really. I mean it. Clem, have you ever seen anything like it?”

“No, Darrell,” Tuttle said.

“Nobody has.” Krall walked along her side, slow, looking at the dents and the gouges and the sign over the back window. He put his hand out like he wanted to touch her and didn’t. “A shelter that moves. That’s something. You know what that’s worth, Lew? To a place like this?”

“No.”

“A great deal.” He turned around and smiled at me. “Which is why I want to help you protect it.”



He laid it out in about two minutes, pleasantly, like a man explaining a road project at a town meeting. The bus would be registered to the safe zone. Brought inside the inner wall, where it would be safe, where the gate crew could watch it. I’d have a room in the powerhouse. Grade D. Hot water, a real bed, meals from the kitchen. My work at the depot would go on, of course. Nobody was asking me to stop doing what I was good at.

“And the bus would be put to work,” he said. “The way it should be. That’s the important thing. A thing like that shouldn’t sit in a garage.”

I listened to him. I listened to his breath and his voice and the way his weight sat on his heels, and none of it changed while he talked.

“Who sleeps in it?” I said.

“I’m sorry?”

“The bus. Who sleeps in it?”

He smiled. He seemed glad I’d asked. “Well, that would be Clem’s department. Whoever needs it, I’d think. There’s a lot of demand.” He tipped his head toward Tuttle. “Clem?”

“Whoever pays,” Tuttle said. He’d been looking at Marge the whole time. His eyes had gone along her length, counting windows, counting seats, and I knew what he was doing because I’d seen him do it at the inner gate two hours before. He was working out what a bunk in a moving shelter was worth.

“Whoever pays,” Krall agreed. “Fair’s fair.”

I put the starter down on the bench.

“No,” I said.



Krall didn’t stop smiling. Nothing on him stopped. His face stayed exactly where it was, warm and pleasant, his eyes stayed exactly where they were, on me, and the only thing that changed was that he stopped talking for a beat longer than a man normally would.

“I don’t think you’ve thought it through,” he said.

“I thought it through.”

“It’s not safe out here, Lew. You know that better than anybody. Your fence is chain-link.” He nodded at the dark beyond the bay door, where the wire was rattling. “Anything could happen to a thing like that out here.”

“It’s been fine for forty-one nights.”

“Things change.”

“They do,” I said.

He let the silence run. Then he put his reading glasses on, as if there were something written on me he’d missed, and took them off again and let them hang on their cord.

“Well,” he said. “Think about it. The offer’s open. Clem?”

They went out. The two gate-crew men went out behind them with their flashlights, and the bay door was empty, and I stood there in the droplight with the starter on the bench and my heart going.

I’d said no to the man who owned the field. I’d done it in one word, to his face, in front of his broker. I’d never in my life been that sure of anything.

I was also very aware that my fence was chain-link.



She came about an hour later.

I heard her before I saw her. Boots on the gravel, not hurrying, coming down from the sheds through the shed-side gate. I knew the walk. I’d watched it from the mirror.

Kirsten came into the bay and stopped at the edge of the droplight.

“Kayleigh said you were stood down,” I said.

“We’re off tonight.” She didn’t sound happy about it. “Every third night a crew gets one. Rudy moved us up because we were out all last night. He wants us where the other crews can’t see us.” She came forward into the light. “Couldn’t sleep.”

She had her hand out. She put it on the bench beside the starter and took it away, and there were five shotgun shells there, red plastic and brass, in a row.

“Those were under your seat,” she said. “In a box. I used three last night and I put these in my pocket and forgot. I don’t take things.”

“You can keep them.”

“I don’t take things,” she said again, and planted herself against Marge’s front fender, beside the pit, with her arms folded.

So I went back to work on the starter. She didn’t leave.

She stood there long enough that I had the solenoid off and apart and found what I’d known I’d find, the contacts burned and pitted, and filed them, and put it back together. She watched my hands. She didn’t talk. Every now and then, from the wall, a shotgun went off, or somebody shouted, and she’d turn her head toward it and listen and then turn back.

She was close enough that I could smell her. Woodsmoke in her hair, from some burn barrel that had been lit before tonight, and under it, the plain warm smell of a woman who’d been working, sweat and canvas and gun oil. Her jacket was open. The tank top under it was a clean one, white, and the droplight came across her from the side and showed every curve of her through it, and I filed the solenoid contacts very carefully for a long time.

“That was Krall,” she said finally.

“That was Krall.”

“What’d he want?”

“The bus.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“No.”

She was quiet a while. “Just no?”

“Just no.”

She turned her head and looked at Marge, the long dented mustard side of her in the dark beyond the droplight, the faint amber sheen on the glass that you could only see if you knew it was there.

“He doesn’t hear no,” she said. “Not often.”

“He heard it.”

She looked at me then, the same look as in the mirror, and this time she didn’t need the mirror to do it.

“Good,” she said, and didn’t leave, and I put the solenoid back on the starter and ran the bolts down, and out at the fence in the dark the wire rattled and rattled.


Chapter 4: The Outer Sheds

The sledge came down on steel three times, evenly spaced, and stopped.

I was under Marge’s front end with the droplight on the tie rods when I heard it, and I lay there and listened to the next three. A big hammer, eight or ten pounds, on plate, and every blow placed. Each one landed on the same spot, I could tell by the ring, and each was a hair lighter than the one before, the way a man taps a stake that’s almost where he wants it.

A woman’s voice said, “Hold still, you bitch,” to whatever she was hitting, conversationally.

Then a fourth blow, and a long low grinding drone that came up through the ground and into the creeper under my back, like a cement mixer turning a long way off.

I rolled out.

I’d backed Marge out of the bay that morning and parked her along the depot’s river fence to get at her front end in the daylight. Day 43. The chain-link ran along the fence line for eighty yards, from the corner of the bay to where the outer wall began, and where the outer wall began, it began hard. Earth and steel, ten feet high, the earth packed behind a facing of plate that had been somebody’s shipping container and somebody’s highway guardrail and somebody’s railcar siding once, all of it shaped and joined into one long sloped face that ran away along the river flats as far as you could see.

There was a woman standing on top of it with a sledge.



She came down the wall’s inside slope on a ladder of rebar rungs set into the steel, sledge in one hand, without using the other, and dropped the last four feet to the gravel and walked over to me. She didn’t look at me. She looked at the bus.

“Who the hell,” she said, “parked a school bus in my fence line?”

“I did.”

“Move it.”

“I’m fixing the steering.”

“Fix it somewhere else. I’ve been trying to get a wall into that gap for forty days.” She pointed with the sledge at the chain-link, at the eighty yards of fence between the bay and her wall. “That’s the only stretch of the perimeter I didn’t build. You know why?”

“No.”

“Because Darrell Krall said the depot wasn’t worth the steel.” She said his first name like it was something she’d scraped off a boot. “So I’ve got eighty yards of chain-link holding the river side of a safe zone, and every night the husks lean on it, and every morning I come out here and look at it and want to cry. And now there’s a bus in it.”

“I’ll move her in an hour.”

“Move her now.”

“She’s got no steering now.”

That stopped her. She turned and looked at me for the first time.

Then she walked around Marge.

She took her time about it. She went down the right side slowly, looking at the dents and the gouges where the mudback had hit, and around the back past the LOADING ZONE sign, and up the left side, and around the nose, and stopped where she’d started. Then she did it again. The second time she counted her steps. Her lips moved. She walked from the front axle to the back axle with her stride exact, the same length every step, heel to toe, and stopped, and looked at the ground.

“Two hundred and seventy-six inches,” she said. “Wheelbase.”

“Two seventy-three.”

Her head came up sharp.

“It’s on the door frame,” I said. “On the plate.”

“My stride’s off three inches?”

“Your boots are wet. You’re slipping a little on the push-off.”

She looked down at her boots. Then she looked at me sideways, one eye narrowed, the way she’d sight down a straight edge.

“Hm,” she said.



I’d seen her before, the way you see people in a safe zone of six hundred. On the wall at a distance. Walking the perimeter at dawn. I knew her name because everybody did. You didn’t live behind Gretchen Haller’s walls without knowing who’d made them.

Up close I took my time, because she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking at the bus.

She wore work boots, old and good, resoled at least once, the kind a person buys with their own money because their job is on their feet. Canvas work pants, brown and worn pale at the knees, and they were full. Thick strong thighs from climbing scaffold and carrying block for twelve years, filling the canvas the way a load fills a sack. A tool belt hung low on her hips with a hammer and a level and a cold chisel in it, and her hips were wide under it, wider than her shoulders, flaring out from a waist that the belt cinched in.

Above the belt, her flannel shirt was losing a fight.

It was a man’s flannel, blue and grey check, faded, with the sleeves pushed up over her elbows, and it was buttoned to the throat over a grey thermal undershirt. It was straining. Her breasts were heavy, very heavy and full and soft, and the flannel pulled tight across them so that the buttons stood out from the placket, each one, and the cloth between them gaped in little diamond shapes that showed the grey thermal underneath. One good breath, I thought, and the third button from the top was going across the yard.

I looked at her forearms instead. That didn’t help. They were strong and freckled and scarred across the backs of the hands with a dozen small white healed cuts, the hands of a person who worked with sharp steel and didn’t wear gloves when she should have.

Her hair was stuffed under a grey knit cap, but some of it had come out at the back of her neck, and it was a warm chestnut brown, wavy. Her face was a grown woman’s face, laugh lines at the eyes and a few freckles across the nose and cheekbones, and her eyes when she finally turned them on me were hazel. Green and brown and gold at once. She looked at me the way she’d looked at the bus. Like she was checking whether I was plumb.

A carpenter’s pencil sat behind her right ear.

And I listened to her, because I can’t not. Standing in the cold morning with the sledge in her hand and her breath showing white, and I heard nothing wrong in her class. Whatever she had, it ran clean. There was no knot under her ribs like Kirsten’s. No late fire.

There was something else.

Her breathing. Under the talk, her body was running too fast and too shallow, a pump that’s been left on all week and never shut off long enough to cool. I’d heard it in the sheds the day before, in a row of sleeping women. I’d never heard it in somebody awake and walking and swinging a ten-pound sledge, and still running.

“You built forty days of wall on no sleep,” I said.



She didn’t answer for a while. She took the pencil from behind her ear and turned it in her fingers.

“Not since Day 1,” she said finally.

“At all?”

“An hour here. Two there. I lie down and I don’t.” She put the pencil back. “Twelve years I ran concrete crews and I never had trouble sleeping in my life. Slept on a scaffold once in a thunderstorm.” She shrugged. “Then the Turn. Then this.” She tipped her head at the wall behind her. “Forty days. Two walls. That’s a lot of steel.”

“You built all of it.”

“With my hands.” She held one up, palm out. “[Wallwright]. Earth and steel. I put my hands on it and it moves like warm clay, and then it sets.” She lowered the hand. “The Gatestone printed it on Day 2. Krall heard what it said and had me on the inner wall by noon. I finished the inner wall on Day 11. Then the outer.”

“Where do you sleep?”

“Shed fourteen.”

I looked at her.

“He paid me in shed space,” Gretchen Haller said. “For both walls. I asked him for a berth on Day 2, same as everybody. Put my palm on the Gatestone and asked. He said yes.” She smiled with her mouth only. “Yes to the shed line.”



I asked her about the berth. I’d been turning it over since the Board the night before, the word on the column.

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade F.]

A shelter. People berthed in shelters. If Marge was a shelter, what did that mean?

Gretchen leaned on the sledge and told me, plainly, the way she probably told a new hand where the rebar went.

“You put your palm on the Gatestone,” she said. “You ask to berth. The holder says yes or no. If he says yes, you’re his. Your rest is his field’s rest, wherever in it he puts you. One berth at a time. You want a new one, you let go of the old one, and that’s a palm on the stone too.”

“He has to say yes.”

“And you have to ask. Both.” She shifted her weight. “You can’t be ordered into it. People have tried. There was a man at the Tri-County, the runners say, used to stand his fighters at the Gatestone and tell them to berth to him. Didn’t take. Not one. The stone doesn’t care what you’re told. It cares what you ask.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“And you can’t buy it. Can’t trade for it. Can’t put a gun on somebody and make them.” She looked at the bus. “That’s the only fair thing I’ve found in this whole goddamn System. Nobody can make you.”

“What does it do? Besides the rest.”

She was quiet a second. “It makes stronger what’s already there,” she said. “Toward the holder. The women talk about it in the sheds. If you liked the man, you like him more. If you trusted him, more. It turns up the volume. That’s all.”

“And if you didn’t like him?”

“Then you don’t like him louder.” She looked at me straight, hazel and level and measuring. “I didn’t feel much of anything for Darrell on Day 2. I feel a little more of nothing now.”

She pushed off the sledge.

“It’s not a love potion, mechanic,” she said. “In case you’re getting ideas about that bus. Don’t.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Every man who hears about it gets ideas. I’m thirty-eight, mechanic. I’ve watched a lot of men get ideas.”

“I was thinking about Kirsten’s shield,” I said.

That stopped her the way the steering had. Whatever she’d been ready to say to the next man who heard about the berth and got ideas, she didn’t say it to me.

“What about it?” she said.

“It’s late.”

“I know it’s late. Everybody on the wall knows it’s late.” She turned toward her ladder. “Move your bus, mechanic.”

“In an hour.”

“In an hour,” she said over her shoulder, and went up the rebar rungs with the sledge in one hand, and I lay back down on the creeper and looked at the tie rods and didn’t see them for a while.



I moved the bus in an hour. I’d found a tie rod end with a quarter inch of play in it and replaced it off one of the dead buses. When I drove Marge back into the bay, Gretchen was on top of the wall again over the chain-link, standing with her hands flat on the last plate of steel where her wall stopped and the fence began, and the steel under her palms was moving.

I stopped in the bay door and watched.

It moved like she’d said. Like clay. The edge of the plate bent outward under her hands, slow, thickening as it came, and the earth behind it rose with it, packed, as if somebody were filling a form from the inside. That grinding drone came off it, deep, the same one I’d heard through the creeper under my back. She moved maybe two feet of wall in ten minutes. Then she took her hands off and the steel went still, and where it had shaped, it had a faint blue sheen on it, the color steel gets when it’s been heated just right and cooled, and she stood there with her hands hanging and her head down for a long time, breathing.

Two feet. Of eighty yards.

She’d done two walls in forty days on no sleep. Doing it had cost her something every minute of every one of them. I could hear what it cost her from the bay door.



Kirsten’s crew formed up at the depot at five forty. They didn’t have to. The wall crews lined up for the count by the main gate. But Kirsten walked her crew down from the sheds and stopped them at my bay door, Noreen and Dee and Kayleigh and six women I didn’t know, all in their jackets and boots, with lances and pipes and Dee’s taped fists and Kayleigh’s belt of flare-pots, and she looked at Marge in the bay with her hands on her hips.

“She’s fixed,” she said.

“Her steering is.”

“The belt?”

“Real belt. Dale had one.”

She nodded. She’d come by to see the bus. She’d have told you she came by for some other reason.

“I want to come up,” I said.

The crew went quiet. Dee grinned. Noreen didn’t.

“No,” Kirsten said.

“I want to see it.”

“See what? Husks? You’ve seen husks.” She folded her arms. “The wall’s not a place for a mechanic, Lew. You’d be in the way. You’d get somebody hurt trying not to get yourself hurt.”

“The wall’s a machine,” I said.

Dee laughed once, and stopped when nobody joined her.

“It’s a long steel machine with a load on it,” I said. “The load’s the Tide. The machine takes the load and puts it into the ground. When the load’s more than the machine was built for, something lets go, and it lets go in one place first, and you can hear where if you listen.” I pointed out the bay door at the steel face of the wall running away along the flats. “I can listen.”

The crew was very quiet.

“You can hear the wall,” Kirsten said.

“I heard your shield.”

She held my eyes for a while. The hand in her armpit, the right one, the one she kept tucked there, I could see the jacket sleeve over it moving very slightly with the tremor under it.

“You stay behind me,” she said. “You do what I say when I say it. If I say get down, you’re on the ground before I finish the word.”

“Okay.”

“You have a weapon?”

I went to the bench and got the pry bar. Thirty-six inches, a hex-shaft wrecking bar, chisel at one end and a hook at the other. I’d used it to pull seats out of Marge. She looked at it.

“God help us,” Dee said.

“He’ll be fine,” Noreen said. “He’ll be behind Kirsten.”



The outer wall had walkways along the top, a ledge of packed earth two feet wide behind a steel parapet that came up to my chest, wide enough for two people to pass sideways. Ladders every hundred yards. The wall women spread out along it in crews of ten, a section each, and Kirsten walked the whole length every night, start to finish, and then went back to her own section and held it.

Her section was seven.

Seven was down at the far end of the river flats, near the lock approach, where the wall bent around toward the lock wall and the river came in close. It was the lowest ground inside the outer wall. The earth there was black and soft. I could feel it under my boots on the walkway, a give, like walking on a mattress.

“It’s always wet down here,” Kirsten said. “River comes up under it.”

“How long’s it been wet?”

“Since it rained. Three nights ago.”

I put my hand on the parapet.

The steel was cold and rough with scale, and every sound on the flats ran through it. You’d be surprised how much a sheet of plate will tell you if you hold still. The river, close, a steady low wash. Somebody on the walkway fifty yards up shifting their weight, a soft knock, knock. The wind on the outside face. And the wall itself under all of it, the long load of earth pushing out against the plate from inside, and the plate pushing back, held in place by the anchors.

You could feel the anchors. Every ten feet or so, a steel rod ran back from the plate into the earth behind it, tied off to something heavy buried deep, a deadman, the way you tie back a retaining wall. Each anchor held the plate where it was. And each one, under my palm, rang a little, a faint tight note like a guy wire on a radio mast in the wind, because each was under load.

I walked the section with my palm on the parapet.

The anchors rang. Ring. Ring. Ring, all the same, all tight. And then, about forty yards along, where the ground was softest and the wall bent toward the lock, a different sound: a tick. Very small. Then nothing for a while. Then a tick again, and a long low sound under it, a groan almost too low to hear, the sound a fencepost makes when you lean on it and it moves in the ground.

I stopped. I put both hands on the plate.

Tick.

“Lew,” Kirsten said behind me. “Dusk.”

I didn’t answer. I listened to the next one.

It wasn’t one anchor. It was four of them, maybe five, in a row along twenty yards of wall, right at the bend. The earth around them had gone soft with the rain and the river under it, and the anchors were pulling. Slowly. Through the wet ground, a little at a time, the way a nail pulls out of rotten wood. Every time the river pushed or the wind leaned, they gave a hair more, and ticked.

“Here,” I said. “From about here to the bend.”

“What?”

“The anchors are pulling. The ground’s too wet.” I turned around. “When the Tide hits it, this goes first. This whole bend. The plate’s going to lean out and peel off the earth like a label.”

She put her own palm on the parapet, felt nothing, and took it off.

“It held last night,” she said.

“It ticked last night. It ticked more this morning. It’ll go tonight.”

“When?”

I listened again. Tick. Groan. Longer between them than you’d want, but not long. “Inside the hour after it starts,” I said. “Maybe sooner, if they hit it hard.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know it.”



Out on the flats the sun was going. The far bank had gone blue an hour ago. Now the near bank was going too, the river grass going from gold to grey, and the light came across the wall long and flat and lit up every rivet. I looked at my watch. 6:15.

Kirsten looked at the bend in the wall. She looked at her crew, strung out along section seven, ten women with their gear. She looked at me.

“If you’re wrong,” she said, “I’ve moved half my crew off the stretch they’ve held for forty nights for nothing.”

“If I’m wrong, you can tell me so.”

“I will.” She turned and raised her voice, the ballfield voice, and it carried. “Noreen. Take four and go to the bend. Right where he’s standing. Dee, you’re with her. Kayleigh, I want flare-pots down there, all you’ve got.” She turned back to me and lowered it again. “That’s grudging. I want you to know that’s grudging.”

I nodded.

“And you’re down there too. Behind me.”

“Okay.”

The crew moved. Noreen went past me with her lance and gave me a look that weighed exactly nothing, the look of a woman who’d been told to stand somewhere and was going to stand there. Dee went past and bumped me with her shoulder.

“Five rounds of coffee says it doesn’t go,” she said.

“You don’t have any coffee,” Noreen said.

“I’ve got a week. From you. I won it.”

“You lost it. We didn’t die.”

“That’s a technicality.”



The sun went at 6:18.

I’d never been on the wall at dusk. I’d been in the bay, with the droplight on and my back to the windows, and I’d heard it, every night, through the chain-link and the walls of the bay. Hearing it is not seeing it.

Nothing happened. The red went out of the sky over the far hills and the river went the color of a gun barrel, and the women stood along section seven with their weight on their heels and nobody talked. Dee cracked her knuckles one at a time. Somebody down the line was chewing gum she didn’t have, just working her jaw. Up on the open flats there was still light to see by, flat and grey and going, and the grass lay down the slope to the river and didn’t move.

By a quarter to seven the light was gone off the flats.

Then the river grass stood up.

That’s what it looked like. The whole long slope of grass from the riverbank to the wall, a quarter mile of it, rose. Shapes came up out of it, and kept coming up, and the grass went flat behind them. Husks, hundreds of them. They came up out of the water, too. I saw them come up out of the shallows along the bank, wet, with their pale eyes, and walk out of the river onto the grass like people coming out of a pool. And they stood there for a second, all of them at once, with their heads forward. Listening.

Then they ran at the wall.

Behind them, out in the dark along the water, bigger shapes. Low and wide and slow. Mudbacks. Three of them, four, hauling themselves up out of the river onto the bank with their drag and click.

“Here they come,” somebody said down the line, quietly, like you’d say it about rain.



The first ones hit the wall twenty yards from me.

They didn’t climb. That was the first thing I learned. Husks don’t climb well. They run at a thing and hit it and pile up against it and the ones behind climb the ones in front, and in about a minute there’s a slope of bodies against the wall, and the ones on top of the slope come over the parapet.

The wall women were waiting for them.

Noreen put her lance through the first husk’s jaw as its head came over the parapet. It went in under the chin and came out at the top of the skull, clean, and she twisted it once and pulled it out and the husk went back down the slope. She set her feet and waited for the next one. She’d done this forty nights.

Dee fought with her hands. Her class was [Brawler], and it lived in her taped knuckles: when she hit a husk in the face it didn’t just go back. It went back like it had been hit by a truck, off the parapet and out into the dark, and she shook her hand and swore and set her feet. “Come on,” she said to the next one. “Come on, come on, come on, you ugly fuck.”

Kayleigh lit a flare-pot and threw it over the wall onto the slope of bodies, and the warm orange light came up out of it, and the husks on the slope stopped and put their hands over their faces and slid back. She lit another and threw it twenty yards down. She had six. She used them like a woman counting change.

I stood behind Kirsten with the pry bar.

She held the middle. She didn’t use the shield much. I watched her not use it. She used the shotgun, and the stock of the shotgun, and her boots, and when a husk came over in front of her she put the muzzle in its face and fired and racked and moved on. She only used the shield when she had to. When three came over at once at the bend, or when a husk got past Dee. And every time she used it, I felt it come late.

Brace. Throw. Then the push of it on my face, after.

Every time a little later than the time before.



At ten past seven, the bend went.

I heard it before it went. I had my hand on the parapet the whole time, I hadn’t taken it off, and the ticking had come faster since dark, faster every time the slope of husks built up against the plate and leaned. Tick. Tick-tick. The groan under it had come up from almost nothing into a long low complaint, the sound of a big tree in a storm. And then, all at once, the ticking stopped.

That’s the worst sound. When a thing under load stops complaining. It means it’s done.

“Kirsten,” I said. “Now.”

She turned her head.

Then the plate along the bend leaned out. Slow at first. Twenty yards of wall tilting away from us, off the earth behind it, with the parapet coming with it and Noreen and Dee and three other women standing on it, and a sound came out of it like a ship’s hull tearing. The anchors came out of the wet ground one after another, pop, pop, pop, like rivets.

[Fault Sense: use noted.]

The crew was already moving. They’d been standing there since dusk with their weight forward, on my word, and when it went they went off the top of it backward onto the solid earth of the walkway behind like they’d rehearsed it. Noreen didn’t even drop her lance.

The plate fell outward onto the slope of husks.

It fell like a slammed door. Twenty yards of steel coming down flat on the bodies piled against it, and the sound of it hitting went through the whole wall and up through my boots, and when it was down, the husks under it weren’t moving, and there was a gap where it had been. A raw bank of black wet earth, sloped, eight feet high, with the river grass beyond it and the Tide coming through the grass toward it.

“Line,” Kirsten said. “Line, line, line.”

Her crew made a line across the top of the earth bank, ten women shoulder to shoulder, and the husks came up the slope at them.



It was very fast after that.

The earth was soft and the husks slid on it, and the women stood at the top of the slope and put them back down it, and Kayleigh threw two flare-pots at once and the orange light came up on the bank and blinded a dozen of them at the bottom, and they milled there, stumbling into each other. Noreen’s lance went in and came out. Dee hit a husk so hard I heard its neck go.

Kirsten stood in the middle of the line with the shotgun.

A husk came up the bank at her out of the dark, fast, a big one, a man who’d been big before. She fired and it kept coming, because she’d hit it in the chest and they don’t care about the chest, and she racked and it was on her before the next round was in. She threw her left arm up and called the shield.

It came late.

It came half a beat late and the husk was already inside it. Its hand closed on her jacket at the shoulder and its other hand went for her face, and the shield came up a half second after with the husk’s arms through it, and the husk didn’t care. It pulled. She went forward onto one knee at the top of the bank with the husk’s weight dragging her down the slope.

I was behind her. I’d been behind her all night. I came around her with the pry bar in both hands, and I’m not a fighter and I never claimed to be, but I’ve spent sixteen years putting a bar through things to move them, and I know where a bar goes.

I put the chisel end in under its ear where the skull meets the neck, and leaned on it with my whole weight.

It went in. I felt it go in, felt it through the shaft and up into my hands, a soft crunch and then a give. The husk let go of her jacket. It went down the slope sideways with my bar in it, and I held on to the bar, and it came out.

Kirsten got up.

She was breathing hard. Her face was filthy and there was blood on her cheek that wasn’t hers.

“Behind me,” she said.

“I was behind you.”

“Get back behind me.”

I got back behind her. My hands were shaking on the bar. I held them still on it the way she held hers still on the shotgun.



They held the gap till dawn.

At one in the morning a mudback came up the bank, the biggest I’d seen, and two crews from sections five and six came down the walkway to help, and it took nine women forty minutes to put it back in the river. At three, a gar came up out of the shallows onto the grass, eight feet long and armored, and flopped and thrashed and didn’t come any closer, and went back. Somewhere out past the bend, a long way off, a wire twanged three times like a guitar string plucked hard, and I didn’t have a name for it. At four, the husks slowed. At five they were standing in the grass again in bunches, swaying, and at six-twenty, when the sky over the far hills went grey, they turned and walked back into the river.

At the dawn change, a mudback that hadn’t gone back yet swung its tail over the parapet.

I didn’t see it coming. I was standing up on the walkway beside the gap with my hand on the plate, listening to the anchors on either side of the bend, the ones that hadn’t gone, to see if they were going to. The mudback was out on the slope below in the grey light, the last one, hauling itself toward the water. And Kirsten said “Down,” and I hadn’t gone down, and her hand was in the collar of my jacket.

She pulled me down behind the parapet. Hard. I hit the walkway on my knees and she came down with me, her body against mine, her arm across my back. The tail went over us. I heard it go. A long whistling sweep like a cable snapping, two feet over our heads, and it hit the parapet on the far side of the gap with a bang that shook the steel.

Then nothing. The mudback hauled itself down the bank. I heard it go into the water.

She didn’t let go.

We were crouched behind the parapet, the two of us, with her hand still fisted in my collar and her arm across my back and her face a few inches from mine. She was breathing hard. I could feel it against me, the rise and fall of her chest pressed to my side, full and heavy, and her heart going. Her breath was warm on my jaw. The braid had come over her shoulder and it lay on my arm.

It was one breath. Then a second one. A second breath longer than the danger.

Then she let go of my collar and stood up.

“You were supposed to go down when I said,” she said.

“I didn’t hear it in time.”

“You heard a bend in a wall go an hour before it went, and you didn’t hear me say down?”

“I was listening to the wall,” I said.

She looked at the gap, the twenty yards of raw earth where section seven had been, with the plate lying flat out on the slope beyond it in the dawn light, on top of everything that had been under it when it fell.

“You were right,” she said. “About the bend. About the time.”

“I know.”

“I’m telling you anyway,” she said, the way she’d told me her name on the bus, and walked off down the walkway toward the ladder.



Gretchen was there when we came down.

She’d come in the dark sometime, by the yards of steel already standing behind her, and she stood on the solid ground at the end of the gap with her hands on the edge of the plate where it had torn, and the steel was moving under her palms. Slow. She’d lift a section a foot and set it, lift and set. The earth came up behind it. She looked up at me as I came down the ladder.

“You called it,” she said, and kept her hands on the steel.

“The anchors were pulling.”

“I know they were pulling. I set them in dry ground.” She took her hands off the steel and looked at them. “It rained.”

“It rained.”

“I’ll have to go back and reset every one in this whole low stretch. Deeper.” She put her hands back on the steel. “Thank you,” she said, without looking at me, and the grinding drone came up out of the wall again, and I left her to it.



The women went back to the sheds.

I walked up the flats behind them in the grey light, and I counted. I couldn’t stop myself. Sixty-eight women came off the outer wall that morning, out of seventy who’d gone up. Two had gone down on section three in the night and been carried in. Sixty-eight walked up the flats to the sheds with their gear, filthy, soaked to the knees, quiet, and went inside and lay down on wet cots in their boots.

Eleven of them were shaking.

Hands, mostly. A fine tremor like Kirsten’s, held still on a lance or a pipe or a pocket. One woman’s whole arm. One whose jaw clenched and unclenched, clenched and unclenched, like a bad idle. They walked past me, and I could hear their bodies. Eleven women carrying knots like the one I’d felt under Kirsten’s ribs, banked and hot and pressing, each one with a class running into it on the way out and catching and slipping.

Eleven women walking toward the same place. And the place was outside the wall, with a bedroll.

Kirsten went into shed nine. She didn’t look back. Her right hand was in her jacket pocket.



Dale was at the window with a pair of Corps binoculars when I came in, and they were on the outer wall, on the raw gap where section seven had been. Past seven in the morning. The thermos stood on the counter with the river chart on the wall behind it, and the hot plate ticked in the back.

He didn’t turn around. “You were on the wall,” he said.

“I was on the wall.”

“Heard seven went.”

“It went.”

“Heard you called it.”

“Who told you?”

“Everybody.” He set the binoculars down, poured the lid full and put it in front of the stool. “Sit before you fall down.”

I sat. I drank the coffee.

“Dale,” I said. “How many of the women on that wall are going to burn out before spring?”

He didn’t answer right away. Through the wall his generator was running, still coughing on number four, and he let it run a dozen strokes before he said anything.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Some. We’ve had four retired since the Turn. Krall walks them out the gate at dawn with a bedroll.” He looked at the river chart. “More, now it’s getting cold.”

“Because they sleep at the edge.”

“Because they sleep at the edge.”

“You said they’d climb. At D.” I turned the lid in my hands. “They’d climb right over his gate crew, and they’d walk in there and put a hand on his Core.”

He turned the thermos a quarter turn on the counter and didn’t argue.

I sat there with the lid of his thermos in my hands. I could hear the six notes through the counter, faintly, through the wall at my back. I could hear Marge’s three in my pocket. And I thought about seventy women on wet cots in their boots, and eleven of them shaking, and a pleasant man in pressed jeans who’d stood in my bay two nights ago and told me that a thing like that bus shouldn’t sit in a garage.

“Okay,” I said.

Dale waited.

“I’m going to make her worth more than his Core,” I said. “Marge. I’m going to make her a better place to sleep than anywhere he’s got.”

He looked at me a while, the way he’d looked at the gap in the wall through the binoculars.

“Then you’d better start with heat,” he said. “There’s a wood stove in the old lockmaster’s cabin up the bank. Cast iron. Nobody’s lived there since 1987.”

He refilled the lid.


Chapter 5: The Runner

I missed the can.

It was a coffee can, a big red Folgers can, sitting on a fence post at the back of the depot yard twenty yards away, and I missed it with the first shell and the second and the third, and with the third I missed the post and the fence and, as far as anybody could tell, the state of Ohio.

Kirsten stood beside me with her arms folded and watched the can not move. Then she turned her head and looked at me, a long level look, the look a catcher gives a pitch that got by her and shouldn’t have.

“I told you,” I said.

“You told me you were bad. You didn’t tell me you were this bad.” She took the shotgun out of my hands, racked it, looked into the chamber, and handed it back to me empty. “That’s three of my shells.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“In what?”

“I’ll fix something.”

“You’d better fix something big.” She took a step back and studied the way I was standing, and shook her head. “Okay. Show me how you’re holding it.”

I showed her. She walked around behind me.

“Your feet are wrong,” she said. “Your shoulder’s wrong. Your elbow’s out like you’re trying to signal a left turn. You’re leaning back. You lean back, it kicks you over.” She put her hands on me. One flat between my shoulder blades, pushing me forward. One on my right elbow, pulling it down and in against my ribs. She kicked the inside of my left boot with hers until I moved it. “There. Lean into it. Like you’re pushing a stuck door.”

I leaned into it. Her hand stayed on my back a second.

“And you’re closing your eyes,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“You close them right when you pull. I watched you do it three times.” She took her hands off me. “Why do you close your eyes?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t like the bang.”

I thought about it. “I don’t like the bang.”

She laughed. It was the first real laugh I’d heard out of her, short and dry and surprised, like a door coming unstuck. Then she stopped, like she’d caught herself doing something.

“Okay,” she said. “Forget the gun. You’re never going to hit anything with a gun. Let’s see what you do with a lance.”



It was ten in the morning, Day 44. She’d been on the wall all night again and slept four hours on a wet cot in shed nine, and she’d come down to the depot anyway because I’d asked her to.

I had asked her, which was new for me. I’d sat on Dale’s stool with his coffee and decided what I was going to do about Marge, and on the walk back up the flats I’d decided something else: that if I was going to be on that wall again, and I was, I wasn’t going to be on it with a pry bar and no idea which end of a husk to hit. So I’d gone up to shed nine and knocked on the doorframe and asked her to teach me. She’d looked at me like I was crazy, and said ten o’clock, and gone to bed.

She brought a lance. It was her crew’s spare, the one Dee had jammed through Marge’s window at the co-op: eight feet of steel electrical conduit with a blade on the end, a leaf-shaped piece of spring steel ground sharp and welded on, and a crossbar a foot behind the blade so it couldn’t go in too far and get stuck. Somebody had wrapped the grip in hockey tape.

“Gretchen makes the blades,” she said. “Out of truck leaf springs.”

I took it. It was heavier than it looked and balanced wrong, all the weight up front, and I held it the way you’d hold a pry bar and she sighed.

“No.”

She fixed my hands. Left hand forward, palm up. Right hand back at the hip, palm down. Feet apart. Her hands on my arms, moving them, firm, like she was setting a catcher’s stance on a sixteen-year-old.

“You’ve done this before,” I said.

“Three springs of high school softball. Before that, four years catching in college on a scholarship.” She shoved my right elbow in against my ribs. “Twenty-seven years old and I’ve been fixing stances since I was nine. I’ve fixed worse than yours.”

She stood behind me and reached around me to set my grip, and I could feel her breath on my neck.

“Husks hunt by heat,” she said. “And by movement. You stand still in the cold, they lose you. You run, they see you. You light a fire behind glass, they go blind.” She tapped my front hand. “Where do you hit them?”

“The head.”

“Where in the head?”

“I don’t know.”

“The hinge.” She reached up and put her fingers on my jaw, under my ear, where the jaw joint was. Her fingers were cold. “Here. Or here.” She moved them down to the back of my neck, just under my skull, and pressed. “The spine, right below the skull. Anything else, they don’t care. You can put a lance through a husk’s chest and it’ll walk up the lance to get you.”

“I saw that.”

“You saw it on the wall.” She took her hand off my neck. “Here’s the rest. Never turn your back on a dark doorway. Not ever, not once, not even in daylight. They lie in the dark places all day and if you walk past one with your back to it and it’s not as asleep as you think, that’s it.” She came around in front of me. “And a mudback. A mudback’s tail is the part that kills people. It’ll sweep you right off the wall.”

“I saw that too.”

“You saw it because I pulled you down.” She held my eyes for a second. “You know how to tell when it’s coming?”

“No.”

“It settles its back legs. All of them at once. Like a dog getting ready to jump. Its back end goes down about six inches and then the tail comes around.” She made the motion with her hand, low and flat. “Back end goes down, you go down. Don’t think about it.”

“Back end goes down, I go down.”

“Good.” She stepped back. “Now hit something.”



She’d hung a tire from the crossbeam of the depot’s old fuel island on a rope. A car tire, swinging. She pushed it, and it swung out away from us on its rope, and came back, and swung out again, a long slow arc through the air at about the height of a husk’s head.

“Through the middle,” she said. “When it comes to you.”

I watched it swing.

The rope creaked, and I heard that before I saw anything else. At the top of each swing, when the tire stopped going out and started coming back, the rope made a small sound against the crossbeam, a creak and a little slip, and the sound came every time at exactly the same point. And when the tire came back toward me there was a sound in the air too, very faint, the whoosh of the rubber, and I could hear it get louder as it came, and I could hear where it would be.

I put the lance through the middle of the tire.

It went through clean and the tire stopped dead on it with a thump and hung there on the blade.

Kirsten looked at the tire hanging on the blade for a long second.

“Again,” she said.

I pulled the lance out and she pushed the tire harder, so it went out farther and came back faster, at an angle, and I listened to the rope and the rubber and put the lance through the middle of it.

“Again.”

She pushed it sideways this time, so it swung in a wobbling circle instead of a line, and I listened, and put the lance through it.

She stood there with her hands on her hips. Then she laughed again, the short surprised laugh.

“You can’t hit a coffee can standing still,” she said, “and you can hit a tire swinging in a circle.”

“The can doesn’t make any noise.”

“The tire doesn’t either.”

“The tire does. The rope creaks at the top.” I pulled the lance out. “I know where it’s going to be.”

She looked at me a second too long.

“Okay,” she said finally. “You’re a lance man. You’re never going to be a gun man. You’re a lance man.” She pointed at the lance. “Keep that. It’s yours.”

“It’s your crew’s.”

“It’s yours. I’ll get another one off Gretchen.” She turned and walked to the fuel island and stopped the tire with her hand. Her right hand. It was shaking. She held it on the tire and it shook against the rubber. “Practice every day. An hour. Through the middle.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t close your eyes,” she said, and went back up the flats to sleep.



I heard the runner at noon.

I was in the bay with my head inside Marge’s engine compartment, checking the belt Dale had given me, and I heard her coming on the river road. Footsteps. I didn’t know what it was at first. It sounded like rain, very fast rain on a tin roof, light and hard and regular, coming from upriver and getting louder too quickly. Then I understood it was feet. A person’s feet on asphalt. And they were going faster than any person’s feet should go.

I came out of the bay and went to the fence.

She came around the bend in the river road a quarter mile off, and she was moving the way a car moves. It was easier than a sprint, a long loose stride with her arms low, like she could do it all day, and she was eating the road. She came the quarter mile in what felt like a few seconds. Red jacket. Copper hair flying. A bag bouncing on her back.

At the main gate, Grogan’s crew had the leaves open for the noon trade. She went through them like they weren’t there.

Then she stopped, all at once, inside the gate, and turned around and walked back to the gate crew with her hands on her hips, breathing hard but not very hard.

“Afternoon, turnstiles,” she said.



I could hear her from the fence. Everybody within a hundred yards could hear her. She had a voice like a bar at closing time, loud and hoarse and laughing at something.

“Hey, Rudy,” she said. “You miss me? You missed me. Look at your face, you missed me so bad.”

Grogan said something. I didn’t hear it.

“Diesel orders for the big man,” she said. “Ten barrels. Tri-County’s paying in the usual. I’ve got a letter for him and a letter for your broker and a sandwich for me, which I’m going to eat right now, so don’t stand there.” She pulled a paper bag out of the satchel and a sandwich out of the paper bag and bit it. With her mouth full, she said, “And I heard there’s a bus.”

The gate crew went quiet.

“I heard there’s a bus that turns into a shelter,” the runner said. “A school bus. Yellow. I heard it on the road at the waystation last night from a guy who heard it from one of your boys on the trade run. I said that’s bullshit. He said it’s on your Dusk Board. I said, show me.” She took another bite. “So. Where’s the bus?”

One of the gate crew, the young one, turned and looked at the depot.

She followed his eyes. She saw me at the fence.

She grinned.



She came over to the depot fence and draped her forearms over the top rail and looked at me through the chain-link with the sandwich in her hand.

“You’re the bus guy,” she said.

“That’s what they call me.”

“I’m Shay. Mulcahy. Tri-County. I run the river road.” She took a bite. “I heard about you. I didn’t believe it. Then I saw your bus on the way in and I thought, that’s the ugliest school bus I ever saw in my life, it’s got a road sign on it, it has to be the one.”

“That’s her.”

“Her,” Shay said, delighted.

The fence was between us. I looked at her through it.

She stood with her weight on one leg and her hip cocked, the way some people stand who don’t know how to stand still, and the first thing I saw was her shoes. Trail runners, grey and orange once, now held together with silver duct tape around both toes and one heel. Her shins were scraped, both of them, scabbed and fresh, like she ran through brush as often as on road.

Her legs went up from there thick and strong, runner’s thighs, thick with hill muscle, in black running leggings that had torn at both knees and down one thigh. The leggings clung. They fit her like paint.

She turned to look at Marge in the bay, and I saw her from behind, and I lost the thread of whatever I’d been about to say.

Her ass was round and high and heavy, the leggings stretched tight across it, and a man looks at it once and then has to look again to make sure, and I looked again. She was built thick where Kirsten was built strong, soft at the waist under a red rain shell that hung open over a black sports bra, and her chest was smaller, perky, freckled. The freckles went everywhere. Across her nose and cheeks, down her neck, over her collarbones and the tops of her breasts above the sports bra, like somebody had shaken cinnamon on her. Her hair was copper, a bright true red-gold, a mess of wild curls to her shoulders tied up on top of her head with what I was fairly sure was a bootlace.

She turned back. Her eyes were bright green and moving, always moving, across me and the bay and the fence and the yard and back to me, crinkled at the corners from laughing a lot.

She saw me look. She didn’t mind. If anything she looked like she’d won something.

She was loud and fast and pretty in a way that made me want to laugh, and she was looking at me like I was something she’d come forty miles to see.



And I heard her.

Under the voice, under all that noise and motion, her body was making a sound I didn’t have a name for. Her calves. She was standing still, or as still as she got, and her calves were shaking. A fine fast tremor in both of them, like a fan belt that won’t stop flapping after the engine’s off, never stopping. And her breathing. It was too fast for a woman standing at a fence. Somebody who’s just run forty miles breathes deep and heavy and then comes down; she was breathing like somebody whose body had forgotten how to come down at all. Short-cycling. Like the women in the sheds, only she was awake.

And under that, in her, a sound like the one I’d felt under Kirsten’s ribs. Banked Strain. But not a knot. Kirsten’s sat in her like a seized bearing, hard and hot and grinding. This was looser and hotter at the same time, spread out all through her, buzzing. Like a shorted wire. Like a battery that’s been charged too fast for too long and is starting to get hot in the case.

It was high. Higher than Kirsten’s, maybe, if you counted it by heat. It just didn’t sit in one place.

“You don’t sleep,” I said.

She stopped chewing.

“Your calves are shaking,” I said. “You can’t stand still. And you’ve got a lot of Strain in you. More than you should be carrying. It’s not sitting in one place. It’s all through you, buzzing.”

For one second her face went completely still, the first time I’d seen it still at all.

Then she laughed. A big hoarse laugh, her head going back.

“I know,” she said. “I know, bus guy. I know all of that.” She tapped her own calf with her toe. “Runners rest by the hour. Hour on, hour off. Tri-County’s got us in a stall. You get an hour, you run, you come back, you get an hour.” She grinned. “Keeps us fast.”

“Keeps you buzzing.”

“Same thing.” She took the last bite of her sandwich and wadded up the paper bag. “Can I come see your bus?”



She came in through the depot gate after the gate crew took their chain off it at noon, which they did now, I’d found, to let the trade through, and she walked straight to Marge in the bay and walked around her the way Gretchen had, only faster and with a lot more talking.

“Holy shit,” she said. “Holy shit. Is that the sign? That’s the sign. LOADING ZONE. That’s beautiful. Who did that? You did that? That’s so ugly. Is it a real shelter? Is it real? It doesn’t look like anything. What’s the thing on the windows?”

“Barrier. It’s in ROLL right now.”

“What’s ROLL?”

“Moving. When I park her, it goes thicker.”

“Show me.”

“No.”

She looked at me, delighted, like I’d said something funny.

She climbed the steps and stood in the aisle and turned around and around, looking at the seats I’d left in and the floor where I’d pulled seats out, the bare welded patches, the dash with the core sitting on it in the little steel box I’d made for it that morning out of a battery bracket. She bent and looked at the core and didn’t touch it.

“Is that it? Is that the heart?”

“That’s it.”

“It’s small.”

“It’s a small mudback.”

“Can I touch it?”

“No.”

“Can I sit in the driver’s seat?”

“No.”

She sat on the step. She sat on the top step with her back to the dash and her feet on the second step and she reached over without looking and took my lunch off the dash.

It was in a paper bag. Peanut butter on the last of the depot’s bread and an apple. She took the apple out of the bag and bit it and looked up at me with her mouth full.

“That’s mine,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said, and chewed. “It’s good. Thank you.”

“Do you do that to everybody?”

“Everybody with a lunch.” She took another bite. “I’m twenty-five. I’m the youngest of five, and in my family if you didn’t take it off somebody’s plate you didn’t eat. Mall town, forty miles upriver. I ran cross-country in high school, I rode a bike courier route in Columbus, I tended bar, and I never stayed anywhere more than a year.” She pointed the apple at me. “That’s the whole story. You can tell me yours when I’m not busy.”



She told me the news while she ate my lunch. She told it fast, between bites, the way a runner would, everything at once because there was always somewhere else to be.

The Tri-County was fine. Ten barrels of diesel, they’d pay in canned goods and shotgun shells, the usual. There’d been a mudback at the waystation two nights ago that they’d had to drive off with fire. The road was fine to the interstate bridge and bad past it.

“And the ferry’s gone,” she said.

“What ferry?”

“Pike Landing. Below us. Tri-County, I mean. Twelve miles downriver of us, on the far bank.” She threw the apple core out the door into the yard. “Ferry outpost. Thirty people, maybe. They’d put a wall around the landing and a barge across the river for the ferry. Runner went down there three nights ago with a trade and it was empty. Nobody. Gate open. Barge gone. Nobody inside.”

“Husks?”

“No bodies,” Shay said. “No blood. The runner said it looked like everybody just picked up and left in the night. Their stuff was still there.” She shrugged, but her eyes stopped moving for a second. “That’s not husks. Husks leave a mess.”

“Something else, then.”

“Something else.” She stood up. “Hey. Can I ride on the roof?”



“No,” I said.

“Just a lap. One lap of your depot. Around the buses. I want to see what it’s like.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want you to fall off my bus.”

“I don’t fall off things. I’m a runner. I run on roofs. I ran on the roof of the Tri-County’s food court yesterday because there was a mudback in the parking lot.” She was already going down the aisle toward the back. “Where’s the hatch? There’s always a hatch.”

“Shay.”

The rear roof hatch was over the aisle near the back, a square of hinged steel with a latch, an emergency exit. She found it, flipped the latch, pushed it up, and before I’d finished saying her name the second time she’d put a foot on a seat back and gone up through it like a cat going up a tree.

I heard her land on the roof. I heard her walk forward along it. Her taped shoes on the steel, light and quick, right over my head.

“I’m on the roof,” she said, through the steel.

I stood in the aisle and looked up.

I could have told her to come down. She wouldn’t have come down. I knew that already, the way you know an engine won’t start before you turn the key. And I’d been planning to take Marge out that afternoon anyway, up the bank to the old lockmaster’s cabin, and I needed her out of the bay and turned around in the yard first.

I went up the aisle and sat down and started her.

“Hold on to something,” I said, loud.

“I’m holding on to the light thing.”

“The marker lights. Hold on to the marker lights.”

“I am. Go.”

I took Marge out of the bay slow, five miles an hour, and drove her around the yard, around the rows of dead buses, and Shay Mulcahy rode on top of her the whole way with her arms out like she was flying, screaming with laughter, whooping like a drunk on a mechanical bull, so loud the gate crew came to the fence to look.

When I parked her again she climbed back down through the hatch with her curls coming out of the bootlace and her face flushed pink under the freckles.

“That,” she said, “was the best thing that’s happened to me since the world ended.”

“That was a lap of a parking lot.”

“I know,” she said. “I know. Isn’t that terrible?”



The old lockmaster’s cabin sat on the bank above the lock, inside the outer wall, at the top of a gravel track so overgrown you’d never have found it if Dale hadn’t drawn it on the back of a parts receipt. It was a two-room frame house from the twenties with a tin roof and a porch, painted Corps of Engineers green a long time ago, now mostly grey. The porch had fallen in on one side. The door was swollen in its frame.

The stove was in the front room, against the chimney.

It was beautiful. I didn’t say that about a lot of things. A small cast-iron box stove, black, maybe two feet wide and three deep, on four curved legs, with a flat cooking plate on top and a door on the front with a little mica window in it gone yellow. Somebody had cast a pattern of oak leaves into the side panels. The name on the door said SHENANDOAH, and under it, in smaller letters, a foundry in Virginia that hadn’t existed since before I was born.

Kirsten stopped in the doorway and let out a low whistle.

She’d come. I’d gone up to the sheds at one o’clock and asked her, and she’d said she needed her sleep, and then she’d said, “What kind of stove,” and then she’d put her boots on. She stood in the cabin’s doorway now with the shotgun on its sling and looked at it.

“That’s a good stove,” she said.

“That’s a good stove.”

“How much does it weigh?”

“Three hundred pounds. Maybe a little more.”

“How are we getting it in the bus?”

“Carefully,” I said.

Shay was on the porch roof. She’d gone up it as soon as we got there, the half that hadn’t fallen in, and she sat on the edge of it with her legs hanging down over the door and looked at the sky.

“You’ve got three hours and twelve minutes,” she said.

Kirsten looked up at her. “Of what?”

“Daylight, Captain.” Shay pointed at the far bank, at the sun, at the river. “Three hours, twelve minutes. Till dusk.”

“Says who?”

“Says the ridge.”

I looked at my watch. It said 2:54. Dusk was 6:17. Three hours and twenty-three minutes.

“You’re eleven minutes off,” I said.

Shay looked down at me. “Am I?”

“My watch says so.”

“Your watch doesn’t account for the hill,” Shay said. “Sun goes behind that ridge across the river about eleven minutes before it’s actually down. Down here on the river it gets dark when it goes behind the ridge. On top of your wall it’s still light. I’m telling you when it’s dark down here, where we’re going to be.” She swung her feet. “Three hours, twelve.”

Kirsten looked across the river at the ridge, and back up at Shay.

“Noted,” she said, and it sounded like it cost her something.



We got the stove out with a two-wheel dolly from the depot and a come-along chained to the porch post and a lot of swearing.

Kirsten and I did the lifting. Shay did the timing. That’s what she called it.

“Two forty-eight,” she called down from the porch roof, when we got the stove off the hearth. “Two forty-one,” when we got it to the door and it wouldn’t go through. “Two thirty-three,” when I took the door off its hinges with my ratchet and we got it through. “You’re slow. You’re so slow. I could have run to the interstate bridge and back.”

“You could get down and help,” Kirsten said, her shoulder against the stove.

“I could. But I’d be bad at it.”

Kirsten said something under her breath that I didn’t catch and that I’m fairly sure was about runners.

On the porch steps the dolly’s tire went flat. I heard it go, a soft hiss from the valve stem, which had been dry-rotted since before the Turn, and I sat on the step and pulled the core out of the stem with the little tool on my keychain and found the crack in the rubber seal and couldn’t fix it. So we went down the steps with the stove on a flat tire, a step at a time, Kirsten on the downhill side with her back braced against it and her boots planted. She took three hundred pounds of cast iron on her back down eight porch steps and her legs didn’t shake once.

Her right hand did. It shook on the stove’s cast oak leaves where she held it.

“Two oh nine,” Shay said.



We got it up Marge’s steps with a plank and the come-along hooked to the steering column, which is a thing I’d never have done to a bus I cared about before the Turn and would never do again, and sat it in the aisle on a sheet of plywood. It was in. The two of us stood in the aisle on either side of it, breathing hard.

Shay came down off the cabin’s porch roof, walked down the gravel track, and climbed the steps.

“One fifty-one,” she said. “That’s not bad. That’s actually not bad.”

She looked at the stove. She looked at Kirsten, who was red-faced and sweating and had her jacket off and tied around her waist and was standing in a tank top in the aisle with her braid coming loose and her chest heaving, and Shay’s eyes went down Kirsten and back up, appreciative and frank, the way a man’s would.

“Damn, Captain,” she said.

Kirsten looked at her. “What.”

“Nothing. I’m just saying. Damn.”

Kirsten looked at her a beat longer and then turned and looked at the stove and said, “Where’s it going?”

“Front,” I said. “By the door. Behind the driver’s seat, where the first row was.”

“Why there?”

“Because the roof hatch is right over it,” I said. “I’m going to run the flue up through the hatch frame.”

Kirsten tipped her head back at the front roof hatch.

“You’ve thought about this,” she said.

“I’ve thought about this since about four in the morning.”

She shook her head, and I couldn’t tell whether that meant something good or bad, and she sat down on the edge of a seat to get her breath back.



We drove back down the bank at five with an hour and some to spare by Shay’s count. She rode on the roof again. I didn’t tell her not to. She lay on her stomach over the front hatch with her face upside down in the opening, calling turns.

“Rut on the left. Big rut. Bigger than that. You hit it, didn’t you? You hit it. Okay, gravel’s soft on the right, go left. Tree. Tree. Lew, tree.”

“I see the tree.”

“You didn’t see the tree.”

“I heard you say tree.”

“Same thing.” Her face disappeared from the hatch and came back. “You’ve got an hour and nine minutes.”

By the time I’d parked Marge in the bay and we’d got the stove off the plywood and shoved it where it was going to go, against the partition behind the driver’s seat under the front hatch, it was a quarter to six. I could hear the wall crews gathering at the main gate. Shouting. Somebody laughing. The sound of seventy women getting ready for a night, the same sound I’d listened to through the bay walls forty nights.

Kirsten was at the bottom of the steps putting her jacket back on.

“I’ve got to go up,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’ll come down after. At the change.” She zipped the jacket halfway. “To see the stove.”

“It won’t be hooked up.”

“I know it won’t be hooked up.” She left the zipper where it was. “I’m coming down anyway.”



“Hey, bus guy,” Shay said, from above.

She was on the roof again. I hadn’t heard her go up. She’d gone out the front door and climbed the mirror bracket and the hood and up onto the roof, and she was lying flat on her stomach over the front hatch, which was open, with her chin on her hands and her face in the opening, looking down at me in the aisle. Her curls hung down through the hatch. The bootlace had come loose.

“What,” I said.

“Does she have a back bench?”

“What?”

“Your bus. Marge. Does she have a back bench? Like on a real school bus. The long one all the way at the back where the cool kids sit.”

“She’s got a back bench.”

“How long is it?”

I looked up at her. Her face was upside down and very serious. Her green eyes were laughing at me.

“About seven feet,” I said.

“Seven feet.” She considered this, chin on her hands. “Is that long enough?”

“For what?”

“You know for what.”

Out at the bottom of the steps, Kirsten had stopped zipping her jacket.

She stood there in the open door with the zipper halfway up and her hand on it, and she wasn’t looking at me or at Shay. She was looking out across the yard at the main gate where the crews were forming up. But she wasn’t moving, either, and I knew she’d heard every word, because a woman who could hear a husk come up a slope in the dark over forty other women fighting could hear a runner on a bus roof.

“Seven feet’s plenty,” Shay said, to herself, decided. “That’s plenty. Okay.”

Kirsten zipped her jacket the rest of the way. She did it slowly and all the way to the top.

“Good night, Lew,” she said. Then, without turning her head, “Runner.”

“Captain,” Shay said cheerfully, upside down.

Kirsten walked off across the yard toward the gate without looking back. I watched her go. Her braid swung on her back. Her right hand was in her pocket.

Shay watched her go too, chin on her hands.

“She likes you,” she said.

“She’s the wall captain.”

“Bus guy,” Shay said, with enormous pity, “she likes you so much.”



She didn’t sleep in the bus. I offered her a seat and she laughed at me.

“I don’t sleep,” she said. “I nap. It’s a runner thing. I’ll get an hour at your gatehouse, they’ve got a cot for us. And I’m gone at first light.” She hopped down off Marge’s hood. “Tri-County’s waiting on the boss’s answer about the diesel.”

“Krall’s answer?”

“Krall. The big pleasant guy.” She made a face. “I don’t like him. He gives me the creeps. He’s so nice.”

“He’s nice.”

“He’s so nice,” Shay said again, and shivered, and went off across the yard at a run, even though it was only a hundred yards to the gatehouse and she had all the time in the world.



She left at dawn.

I was up. I was always up at dawn. I was standing in the bay door with my coffee, Day 45, watching the wall crews come down off the outer wall onto the flats, when the main gate opened for the first light, and she came through it at a jog and turned upriver onto the river road, and stretched once, both arms over her head, a long deep stretch that pulled the red shell up off her waist.

Then she ran.

She didn’t look back at the depot. She was a quarter mile gone before I’d finished my coffee, a red spot on the grey river road, and then the bend took her, and then I could only hear her, the fast rain of her feet on the asphalt going away upriver, and then not that either.

Kirsten came down the flats at the change with her crew and stopped at the bay door and looked at the stove in the aisle.

“She gone?” she said.

“She’s gone.”

Kirsten nodded. She looked at the stove, with the dawn coming up grey behind her and the shake going in her right hand.

“When’s it going to be hooked up?” she said.

“Tonight.”

“Tonight,” she said, like a woman setting a time for something, and went up to the sheds.


Chapter 6: Stove Light

“A ration of coffee says it smokes again,” Dee said.

We were all standing in the depot yard, the four of us, in a row, coughing. Behind us Marge sat in the open bay door with smoke pouring out of her. Out the door, out the open windows, out the gaps around the roof hatches, thick and grey and stinking of old creosote and wet oak. It rolled out of the bay and up into the cold blue noon of Day 45 over the river like the depot was on fire, and up on the outer wall, two women on day watch had turned around to look.

“Your coffee,” Noreen said. She had her face in the crook of her elbow. “Not mine.”

“Mine. One ration. Says it smokes again.”

“You don’t have a ration. You owe me a week.”

“I’m betting the ration I’m going to get tomorrow.”

Noreen took her face out of her elbow and wiped her eyes and looked at the bus, and then at me, and I could see her deciding whether the man who’d called the bend in section seven was a man who’d make the same mistake twice.

“Fine,” she said. “One ration.”

My eyes were running. I walked back into the smoke and up Marge’s steps to find out what I’d done wrong, with my jacket over my mouth, past six hours of my own work.

The front roof hatch sat right over the space behind the driver’s seat where the first row of seats had been. Two by two feet, a hinged steel lid with a latch and a rubber gasket, the emergency exit every bus has and nobody ever uses. If I took the lid off its hinges, I had a two-foot square hole in the roof right where I wanted the stovepipe to go.

But you can’t run a stovepipe straight through a steel roof. The pipe gets hot enough to scorch paint and cook wiring, and a bus roof is a sandwich of steel skin, insulation, wiring runs and steel ceiling panel, and the insulation in a 1998 school bus is not the kind of thing you want near five hundred degrees. You need a collar. A flat plate that fills the hatch hole, with a hole in the middle for the pipe and an air gap around the pipe so the heat bleeds off into the air instead of into the roof.

I’d known where I was going to get the collar since about four in the morning.

There was a fire truck on the back lot. A county pumper from the volunteer company up the state route, a 1990s Pierce that had come in on Day 9 on a flatbed after somebody drove it into a ditch and left it there. Its engine was cracked. Its pump was seized. But its water tank was steel, a big welded box behind the cab that held seven hundred and fifty gallons, and steel tank plate is about the best thing you can find lying around for a job like this: thick, flat, clean, and made to take heat and water both.

I’d cut a two-foot square out of the side of it with the cutoff wheel. Then a second, smaller square. Then I’d laid them on the bench, one over the other, with spacers between them cut from a length of conduit, and drilled them, and bolted them up into a double plate with an inch of air in the middle. A six-inch hole through both for the pipe. A ring of holes around it, so the hot air between the plates could rise out the top.

It was a good collar. I was proud of it.

The stove I’d set on a sheet of half-inch steel on the floor, bolted through to the floor frame with angle iron on all four legs so it couldn’t walk if Marge hit a pothole or a mudback. A heat shield stood up behind it, a sheet of steel off one of the dead buses held off the driver’s partition by three inches on more conduit spacers, so the partition wouldn’t scorch. The stovepipe had come with the stove, six-inch black pipe, three lengths and an elbow, and I’d run it up from the stove’s collar to the roof and through my plate and out.

Four minutes after I lit it, it had smoked us out of the bus.

Up by the partition the smoke was so thick I had to crouch to see. I went the last of the aisle on my knees. The stove sat there with its little mica window glowing orange and smoke coming out around its door gasket and around the first joint in the pipe, and when I put my hand near the pipe, a foot above the stove, I could feel it.

The pull, I mean. Any fool can feel the heat.

A stovepipe that’s drawing right has a pull in it you can feel with your hand. The hot gas goes up and drags cold air into the stove behind it, and the pipe has a kind of life in the metal, a low steady roar if you put your ear close, the sound of air moving the way it wants to. This pipe had a pull in the bottom joint. I could feel it there, warm and moving. At the second joint, less. At the third, almost nothing.

I put my palm flat on the pipe right under the roof, where it went through my collar.

Hot. Dead hot, with no movement under it. Like a hose with a kink in it.

I stood up into the smoke with my eyes running and looked at where the pipe met the plate. The six-inch hole I’d cut through the fire-truck steel was six inches. The pipe was six inches. And where the pipe passed up through the hatch frame, the old steel lip of the frame stood an inch inside the hole on one side, because the hatch frame wasn’t square to the roof. It was a hair off. Every bus is. I’d measured the hole off the plate and not off the frame, and the frame lip was pushing on the pipe, and the pipe had crimped. A flat spot on one side, an inch tall, maybe a quarter inch deep.

That’s all it takes. A quarter inch. The smoke came up the pipe and hit the crimp and stalled there, and with nowhere to go, it came back down and out every joint.

“Okay,” I said to the stove. “That’s on me.”



I let the fire burn down while everybody stood in the yard, and then I took the pipe down in sections with gloves on, and the collar off, and laid the collar on the bench and recut the hole. Seven inches this time, in both plates, off the frame and not off the plate, and I took the angle grinder to the hatch frame’s lip and ground it back a half inch all the way around so it couldn’t touch anything. A new length of pipe off the stack from the cabin, because the crimped one was done. A band of sheet steel around the pipe where it passed through, riveted, to close the gap and keep the rain out without touching.

It took two hours. Kirsten came down from the sheds around one, with her hair wet from the barrel she’d washed it in, and stood at the bottom of Marge’s steps and watched me grind the frame.

“You did it wrong,” she said.

“I did it wrong.”

“How wrong?”

“Quarter inch.”

“A quarter inch smoked out a whole bus?”

“A quarter inch will do a lot of things,” I said.

She looked at me like a woman deciding not to laugh at a man with a grinder in his hand, and sat down on the bottom step with her arms on her knees to watch. Her right hand hung off her knee and shook.



At three I lit it again.

Everybody came back to watch. Dee and Noreen and Kayleigh in the yard, and Kirsten on the step, and two of Grogan’s gate crew at the depot fence, because a bus pouring smoke at noon had been the most interesting thing to happen at Lock Nine all week.

I laid the fire the way my grandfather laid one in his workshop stove. Newspaper twisted into knots at the bottom, kindling split thin as a finger in a crosshatch over it, two splits of dry oak on top, from the stack I’d pulled out of the lockmaster’s woodshed. I lit the paper and left the door cracked and the damper wide open, and I put my palm on the pipe a foot above the stove and waited.

The paper caught. The kindling crackled. And then, about thirty seconds after, I felt it come up under my palm: the pull. The pipe went warm, and then the air in it started moving, and moving faster, and I could hear it, a low steady roar going up through the pipe and out the top into the cold, and drawing fresh air in through the cracked door behind it, so the fire leaned toward the pipe and went from yellow to orange and started to eat the oak.

The next joint up. Pulling. The next. Pulling. Under the roof, through the new collar. Pulling.

Out on the roof, a column of clear heat came up off the stovepipe’s top and shimmered against the blue.

No smoke.

“She draws,” I said.

Kirsten came up the steps and stood behind me and looked at the fire through the mica window. Then she held her hands out to it, both of them, palms out. She stood there and didn’t move.

Out in the yard, Dee said, “Shit.”

“One ration,” Noreen said.

“Shit,” Dee said again, with feeling.



[Upgrade: wood stove.]

[Heat ✓✓]

Two checks where there had been one. The System didn’t say well done or tell me I’d done a good job. It never did. It just changed the number on the part list.

I shut the stove’s door down to a crack and set the damper and stood there with the heat coming off it. You could feel it in the whole front of the bus already. Cast iron takes a while to come up, and once it’s up it holds, and the little oak-leaf panels on the sides were starting to tick as they warmed. Tick. Tick. The sound a stove makes.

There was a kettle. It had come from the cabin too, a big dented enamel kettle, white with a blue rim, with a whistle cap that didn’t whistle anymore. I filled it from the depot’s water tap, which ran off a cistern on the roof, and put it on the stove’s top plate. Then I went to the bench in the bay and got my coffee pot, the steel percolator I’d been running on the hot plate for six weeks, and filled it, and put it on the plate beside the kettle.

It’s a small thing. A coffee pot on a stove.

I stood in the aisle of a school bus in a garage at the end of the world and watched the steam start to come off the kettle’s spout, and I laughed a little at myself. At how good it was. At how much I wanted to sit down right there on the floor in front of that stove and not get up until spring.

I didn’t. I had the crew to give coffee to.



They came up into the bus one at a time and stood in the aisle by the stove, the way people stand around a fire, a little closer than they need to.

Noreen first. She was forty-one, and had carried mail on a rural route out of the post office in the next town down for nineteen years before the Turn, and she stood with her hands out to the stove and her face as closed as it ever got, and said nothing for a long while. Then she said, “Well,” which from Noreen was a speech.

Dee came up and stood with her back to it, warming the seat of her pants, which she said was the most important part of a roofer. She had a roofer’s opinions about everything that was over her head. She looked up at the pipe going through the roof.

“That collar’s going to leak,” she said.

“It’s banded.”

“Six years on commercial flat roofs, I’m thirty-one years old, and I’m telling you that collar leaks. Everything leaks. I’ll look at it.”

Kayleigh came up last. She stood by the stove without holding her hands out to it. She kept them in her pockets.

I’d been watching her hands since the co-op. Since she’d sat on the floor of the bus with her burned gloves in her lap and then thrown flare after flare at the husks without her hands ever shaking. I’d seen how she took her gloves off in the shed and put her hands under the blanket when she saw me look. And I’d seen her not hold them out to the stove now, when everybody else did, and I knew why. You don’t hold a burned hand out to a fire.

I poured coffee into the four mugs I had, which were a county transit mug, a mug from a bank, a mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST GRANDPA, and a mason jar, and handed them out. Noreen got the bank. Dee got the grandpa mug and read it twice.

“Seriously?”

“It’s what I’ve got.”

Kayleigh got the transit mug. I put it in her hands, and I made sure my fingers were on hers when I did it, on the backs of her fingers where her gloves stopped.



Heat.

Heat in the skin itself, in the backs of her fingers and her palms and the pads of her fingertips, under the gloves, coming through the canvas, a dull, angry, constant heat like a brake drum after a long downhill. Every night’s burn had landed on top of the last one. Every flare she lit, her [Kindler] came up through her hands into the pot, and every time it went through her it scorched the skin on the way out a little more, and the skin had never had the chance to heal because she lit them every night.

And under it, deeper, the old pain of skin that’s healed wrong over and over and is thick and tight and cracked.

Her eyes came up off the mug. I’d kept my fingers there past any reason a man has for it.

“Let me see your hands,” I said.

“They’re fine.”

“Kayleigh.”

She looked at Kirsten. Kirsten had come up the steps behind me, and she stood there with her coffee in the mason jar, and she looked at Kayleigh’s hands in her gloves, and her face changed, the way a face does when somebody reads a bill and finds her own name at the bottom of it. Twenty-four years old, on her own crew, hands burned black, and Kirsten hadn’t looked. I could see her know it.

“Show him,” Kirsten said.

Kayleigh put the mug on the stove’s edge and pulled her gloves off.

Her palms were red and shiny and cracked across the creases, white blisters on the pads of every finger, some broken and weeping, some healed over and broken again. The skin at the base of her thumbs was black in places, like the inside of a pot. She’d wrapped the worst of it with gauze from somewhere, and the gauze was stuck in, and she hadn’t taken it off because it would hurt too much.

Dee said, “Jesus, Kay.”

“It’s fine,” Kayleigh said. “It’s fine. It’s the class. They heal some by day.”

“They’re not healing,” I said.

“I know they’re not healing,” Kayleigh said, and her voice cracked down the middle of the sentence, and she stopped talking.



I didn’t say I was sorry. I didn’t know what being sorry was going to do for her hands.

I went to the bench in the bay.

I had welding gloves. Three pairs of good leather welding gloves, long gauntlets, heavy split cowhide, made to hold a hot rod and take spatter. They were too big for her and too stiff to throw a flare in. She’d never be able to feel what she was doing through them. But the palms were the right stuff.

I cut the palms out of a pair with my knife, and the inside faces of the fingers, and laid them on the bench and laid her gloves beside them, her own canvas work gloves, burned through at the palms, and traced her gloves onto the leather with a grease pencil. Then cut the leather to the trace, a size smaller, so it would fit inside.

Then foil. I had a roll of heavy aluminum tape in the cage, the stuff you use to wrap exhaust and seal ductwork, foil on one side and adhesive on the other. I lined the leather palms with it, foil facing the leather, so the heat would hit the foil first and spread out across it instead of going straight through into her skin. Then a layer of soft flannel, off an old shirt in my rag bin, glued on the inside so the foil wouldn’t touch her.

It took about forty minutes, with nothing in the bay but the knife on the leather and the stove ticking through Marge’s open door. Kayleigh sat on the bus step with her hands open in her lap and watched me. The others drank their coffee in the bus.

When they were done, I slid the liners into her canvas gloves, and pushed them down into the fingers with a screwdriver handle, and handed them to her.

“Try them,” I said.

She pulled them on. Slowly, over the gauze. She flexed her hands. Then she took a flare-pot off her belt and held it in her right hand and put her thumb on the striker the way she did on the wall.

“Don’t light it in my bay,” I said.

“I’m not going to light it.” She held it. “I can feel it. I can feel the striker.” Her eyes were full. “They’re going to work, aren’t they.”

“They’ll take the worst of it. You’ve got to let those heal.”

“Shut up,” Kayleigh said.

“Okay.”

“I mean it. Shut up.” She was crying. She was trying not to and doing it anyway, her face crumpled up, with her new gloves held against her chest. “Just shut up.”

I shut up. I went and got a fresh roll of gauze out of the first aid kit, and some of the burn gel that was in it, and gave it to Kirsten without saying anything, and Kirsten took Kayleigh up into the bus by the stove.



The gate crew man was still at the fence at dusk.

He’d been there since the smoke. A young one, the same one who’d re-chained my depot gate behind me the night of the flatbed and told me the inner gate was closing the night of the Board. He stood at the chain-link with a cigarette, which you didn’t see much of anymore, and watched Marge’s windows. When the sun went off the yard at sixteen past six and I lit the droplight in the bay and the stove light came up orange in the windows, he stayed. He smoked another cigarette. His lips moved.

He was counting.

I went over to the fence. He saw me coming and didn’t leave.

“Evening,” I said.

“Evening.”

“You can tell Rudy it’s one,” I said. “Me.”

He didn’t take the cigarette out of his mouth. He was maybe twenty, with a scrubby beard he hadn’t earned yet, and his hand on the cigarette was steady and his breathing wasn’t, quick and high, a kid who’d been told to stand somewhere and watch something and knew it wasn’t a good thing to be told.

“I’m just having a smoke,” he said.

“Okay.”

“I don’t count nothing.”

“Okay,” I said, and went back to the bus.

He was gone when I looked again. I didn’t think he’d gone far.



Kirsten’s crew had the stand-down again that night. Rudy’s rota. He’d started giving it to them every third night, without being asked, which might have been a favor and might have been Rudy keeping the women who’d come back from the dead off his wall where the other crews could see them. I didn’t know which. I didn’t think Rudy knew.

The four of them who’d ridden out in her came back from the sheds at seven. The other six on seven had their own shed and their own wet blankets, and they’d looked at the bus since the Board called her the way you look at a dog you haven’t met yet, and stayed where they were. The four stood at the bottom of Marge’s steps in the dark of the bay with the droplight behind them and their gear on their shoulders, and nobody said what they’d come for.

“The sheds are wet,” Kirsten said finally. “The blankets haven’t dried since the rain.”

I stood on the top step. Behind me the stove was ticking and the kettle was hot and the whole front of the bus was warm as a kitchen. “There’s seats. They’re not beds. But they’re dry.”

Nobody moved for a second.

Then Noreen came up the steps past me, put her lance against the partition, sat down in the first seat on the right with her back against the window, put her boots up on the seat beside her, crossed her arms, and closed her eyes.

“Goodnight,” she said.

Dee laughed out loud. Then she came up too.



I hung a tarp.

A blue poly tarp from the cage, twelve by sixteen, on a length of clothesline I strung across the bus between two seat frames about two-thirds of the way back. It made the front of the bus a room, with the stove and the seats and the crew, and the back a room, with the last few rows and the rear bench and the emergency door with its road sign. Light came through the gap at the top of the tarp and through the blue plastic itself, so the back of the bus was dim and blue and orange.

Dee and Noreen and Kayleigh took the front seats. Kirsten took the seat across the aisle from the stove, with her boots off, for the first time I’d seen.

Noreen did not, in fact, go to sleep. She sat with her eyes shut and her arms crossed and argued with Dee about the collar for an hour without opening them. I heated four cans of chili on the stove’s top plate, and nobody had a bowl, so we ate it out of the cans with the spoons from my bench, passing the hot sauce, and Dee told a story about falling through a Walmart roof in 2019 that had Kayleigh laughing so hard she had to put her new gloves over her face. It was the loudest the bus had ever been. I liked it more than I’d have said out loud.

At half past nine, with the cans rinsed and the stove banked and the crew getting quiet, I put Marge in ANCHOR.

I did it from the driver’s seat with my hand on the core housing, the little steel box I’d made for it, which I’d bolted to the dash. I didn’t have to touch it. I touched it anyway.

“Anchor,” I said.

[Marge: ANCHOR.]

[Guests: 4.]

[Rest: deep.]

The amber came up on the glass. I’d seen it in the co-op, in the dark, but this was different, because now the inside of the bus was warm and lit, and the light from the stove and the light on the glass met. The barrier thickened on every window, every pane, the windshield and the door glass and the long rows of side windows, and over the road sign at the back too, and it was the color of the light through a jar of honey held up to a kitchen window. It went into the seams and around the doors and lay there, faint and warm and alive, and the three notes came up out of the core through the floor, a low hum I felt in my boots.

I heard them feel it. All four of them. I heard their breathing change.

Dee was asleep in about a minute, sitting up with her chin on her chest. Kayleigh lay down across a seat with her new gloves on, holding them against her chest, and her breathing went long and slow and stayed there. Noreen, who had said goodnight two and a half hours earlier, went under last and hardest, mid-sentence about flashing.

Kirsten sat across from the stove with her boots off and her socks on the floor and looked at the fire through the mica window.

Then she looked at me.

I went to the back of the bus, behind the tarp, to work.



I had Dale’s injection pump.

The guts of it, anyway: the barrel, plunger and delivery valve out of number four, the one that came in late. I’d gone to the lock that morning before the stove and pulled it, and Dale had stood over me the whole time with his thermos, saying nothing, which was how he showed interest. I had it laid out on a rag on the rear bench under a little LED work light, the parts all in a row, and a jeweler’s loupe, and a bottle of clean diesel, and a set of small wrenches.

I was looking at the delivery valve seat through the loupe when the tarp moved.

Kirsten came through the gap at the end of the tarp and let it fall behind her. She had her jacket off. She was in her tank top and her cargo pants, and she’d laced her boots back on, and her braid was over her shoulder, and her face in the blue tarp light was very still.

She stood there in the aisle and looked at me, sitting on the rear bench with a 10-millimeter wrench in my hand.

“Put the wrench down,” she said.



It was the captain’s voice.

The one that carried. Pitched down low so it wouldn’t go past the tarp, but the same voice, the one she used on the wall, the one that didn’t ask. Put the wrench down. Like she’d said line, line, line at section seven.

I put the wrench down on the rag beside the delivery valve.

She stayed where she was. I could hear her breathing. It was fast. Her right hand hung at her side, and it was shaking, and she knew I could see it, and she let me.

“Kirsten,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“I’m going to ask you once.”

She stopped.

“Is this what you want?” I said.

She didn’t answer right away. The stove light came through the tarp behind her, orange through blue, and lit the edge of her, the curve of her shoulder and her throat and the side of her face.

“Yes,” she said.

Then, quieter, like it came out of her before she could stop it, like it surprised her: “Please.”



I got up off the bench.

I took her face in my hands. She was almost as tall as me. I could feel the heat in her jaw under my palms, and the pulse going in her throat under my thumbs, fast and hard. I kissed her. Her mouth was soft and tasted like my coffee, and she made a sound into me, a low surprised sound, and her hands came up and fisted in the front of my thermal.

She kissed like she did everything. Hard and certain and all at once. I let her for a while. Then I slowed it down. I slowed her down, with my hands on her jaw, until it was slow and deep and wet, and I felt her stop pushing and start following, felt the change go through her shoulders.

“Sit down,” I said against her mouth.

She sat down on the rear bench.

I knelt on the floor of the bus in front of her and unlaced her boots. She’d put them back on to come back here, and I didn’t ask why. I unlaced them hook by hook, the way you’d unlace a boot for somebody who’d been standing in it for forty nights, and pulled them off one at a time, and her socks, and set them on the floor. Her feet were cold. I held one in my hands a second and felt her laugh, very quietly, above me.

“What,” she said.

“Your feet are cold.”

“Everything’s been cold for six weeks,” she said.



I stood up and took the hem of her tank top in my hands.

I took my time with it. I wanted to. I peeled it up from her waist, over the strip of pale stomach I’d looked at in the co-op, up over her ribs, and she lifted her arms over her head for me and watched me do it, her eyes on mine the whole way, and the tank top came up over her breasts and they came free.

I stopped and looked.

They were heavy and full and high, round, with the weight of them settling as the cotton came off, and her nipples were tight and pink and hard in the cool air back behind the tarp. The stove light through the blue plastic laid orange across one of them and left the other in shadow. There was a red line under each where the tank top had pressed, and old bruises on her ribs, yellow and green, from husk hands.

I pulled the tank top off over her head and dropped it on the bench.

“Lew,” she said.

“Hold still.”

“I’m cold.”

“You won’t be,” I said, and put my hands on her.



I took a long time. I took them in my hands from below and let them fill my hands, warm and soft and heavier than I’d thought, and she let her breath out all at once. I ran my thumbs over her nipples, slow, and they tightened harder under my thumbs, and she put her head back against the window glass behind the bench and closed her eyes.

“Open your eyes,” I said.

She opened them.

I put my mouth on her. On the right one first, the tip of my tongue around her nipple and then my mouth over it, and pulled, and her whole body came up off the bench toward me. Her hand went into my hair. I took my time. I went from one to the other and back, mouth and tongue and the edge of my teeth, and my hands on them, holding them up to my mouth, squeezing, kneading, my thumb working the one my mouth wasn’t on. Her skin was warm now. There was a sheen coming up between her breasts, sweat in the stove light, and I put my tongue there too, and tasted salt.

“God,” she breathed. Very quiet. Her hand was tight in my hair. “God, your mouth.”

“You like that.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop.”

“Don’t. That’s an order.”

I laughed against her, and felt her laugh too, under me, a shake through her ribs. And then I did the thing with my teeth again, a little harder, and the laugh broke off into a sound she bit down on.

Her flush had come up. I watched it come. Up from between her breasts, over her chest and her collarbones, up her throat, pink and then red. Her eyes on me were heavy now, half-lidded, grey-blue with that dark ring around them gone almost black in the dim. She was looking at me like she’d looked at me in the mirror. Only now she didn’t need a reason.



I unbuttoned her cargo pants.

She lifted her hips and I pulled them down and off, and her underwear with them, plain cotton, grey, and dropped them on the floor with her boots. She sat there on the rear bench of my school bus naked in the blue-and-orange light, with her braid over her breast and her knees together, and her body was everything I’d been not-looking at for four days.

Strong. Long strong thighs, the catcher’s thighs, and wide hips that went in to a waist I could have spanned with my two hands, and the round heavy weight of her breasts above it. Bruises everywhere. Old scars on her knees. Gold hair between her legs, trimmed short. Her stomach was moving with her breathing, fast.

I put my hands on her knees and opened them.

She let me. She watched me do it. I knelt between them on the floor, and I put one of her feet up on the seat back in front of the bench, the last row of seats, so her heel was braced on the top of it and her knee was up and open, and I put my mouth on the inside of her thigh, just above the knee, and started up.

“Lew,” she said. “The crew.”

“Then be quiet.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Try,” I said, and put my mouth on her pussy.



She was wet. Soaked, and hot, and she tasted like salt and something sweeter under it, and the first touch of my tongue up the length of her made her whole body jerk. Her heel slipped on the seat back and found it again. Her hand came down on my head and gripped.

I took my time. All the time I’d taken over the stovepipe, and more. Long flat strokes with my tongue from the bottom of her slit to the top, and then around her clit without touching it, around and around, until her hips started to follow my mouth, until she was pushing herself against me, and only then on it. The tip of my tongue on her clit, light. Then less light.

She put her own hand over her mouth.

I put my hand flat on her stomach. Low, under her navel, pressing her down onto the bench, holding her still, so she couldn’t move her hips and could only take it. I felt her stomach muscles jump under my palm. I felt the heat of her. And under my hand, deeper, up under her ribs on the right side, I could feel it there, the knot, three hard hot places stacked, grinding.

I didn’t stop. I kept on her clit, the same rhythm, over and over, and slid two fingers into her, and curled them, and she was so tight and so wet that I felt her clench on them right away.

Her thighs started to shake.

Both of them. The one braced on the seat back and the one over my shoulder. A fine fast tremor, like her hand, and then not fine at all, big, her whole legs shaking on either side of my head. She was breathing through her nose behind her hand in short hard pulls. Her hips were straining up against my palm and I held them down.

“Lew,” she said behind her hand. “Lew, Lew, I’m going to.”

“Go on.”

She came.

She did it quiet. She did it with her hand over her mouth and her eyes squeezed shut and her head back against the window, and her whole body bowing up off the bench against my palm, and no sound at all, none, except one long shaking breath through her nose. But I felt it. I felt her clamp down on my fingers in long hard pulses, one after another, and her thighs close on my head and shake, and her clit jump against my tongue. I kept on her, soft, through all of it, until she pushed my head away with her hand because she couldn’t take any more.



She pulled me up.

She did it by my shirt, both hands fisted in my thermal, and she pulled me up onto the bench and kissed me hard on my wet mouth, and her hands were already on my belt. I let her. She got my coveralls off my waist where I’d had them tied and my jeans open and her hand inside them, and she found my cock and wrapped her hand around it.

She pulled back and looked down at it in her hand. Then at me.

“Oh,” she said. Very quietly.

“Yeah.”

“Oh,” she said again, like she was reconsidering a plan, and then she laughed, low, and put her other hand flat on my chest.

“On your back, mechanic,” she said, in the wall voice.

I went, because I wanted her right where she was going. I lay back on the seven feet of rear bench that Shay had asked about, with my head against the side wall by the emergency door and the road sign over my head, and Kirsten put her knee on the bench on either side of my hips and climbed over me.

She held my cock and put the head of it against her, and stopped. She was so wet I could feel it run down over me.

“Slow,” I said.

“I know.”

“I mean it. Slow.”

She sank down onto me.



An inch. Another. She was tight and so hot inside, and she took her breath in sharp and held it, and I watched her face while she worked herself down onto me, her eyes half closed and her mouth open, and her braid swinging down between her breasts. She stopped halfway. She breathed. She was shaking a little. Then she spread her palms on my chest and let her weight down, and took the rest of me, all the way, until she was sitting on me.

“Fuck,” she said. A whisper. “Fuck, Lew.”

“You okay?”

“Give me. Give me a second.”

“I’ve got you,” I said, and held her hips still in my hands, so she couldn’t move either until I let her. I lay there inside her and felt her squeeze around me, flutter, adjust, and watched her come back into her eyes. Then she moved.

She rode me. Palms on my chest, rocking her hips, slow and then less slow, and her tits moved with her, heavy, swaying above me in the stove light. The braid swung. Her mouth was open. She was so good at it, so strong, those thighs doing all the work, and she looked down the length of the bench under us and laughed without any air in it.

“Seven feet,” she breathed. “God help me. The runner was right.”

Then she started to speed up, chasing it, and I put my hands hard on her hips and stopped her.

She made a frustrated sound.

“Slow,” I said. “I said slow.”

“Let me move.” The wall voice again, cracking down the middle. “Lew. Let me move. Let me. Please.”

“I know what you want.” I held her where she was, at the top, with just the head of my cock inside her, and then I pulled her down onto me with my hands. All the way. Deep. Then up. Then down. Setting it. “You’ll get it. Like this.”

“Lew.”

“Like this, Kirsten.”

She let me. I felt the moment she let me. Her hands on my chest went from pushing to holding, and her hips went from fighting my hands to following them, and I set the depth and the speed, deep, all the way down every time, and she gave it to me.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s it. Look at you.”

“Don’t,” she said, shaking. “Don’t talk. They’ll hear.”

“Then you be quiet,” I said. “I’ll talk.”



So I talked. Whispered. Up at her, with my hands on her hips moving her.

“You’re holding your breath in your shoulders. Let it go. Right there. Let it go.”

She shook her head. She nodded. Her shoulders came down a quarter inch and went back up. She didn’t know what she was doing.

“Your heart’s going,” I said. “I can feel it. Right here.” I took one hand off her hip and put it flat on her chest between her breasts, over her heart. “Like a hammer.”

“Because of you.”

“Because of me.” I moved my hand down. Under her breast, over her ribs, to the right side, and I didn’t put any weight on it, just laid it there. The knot was there. Hot, hard, three of them. And I could feel something else now, in her, under it. Not loosening. Nothing was loosening. But it had stopped grinding so hard. Like a bearing that’s still seized but has stopped trying to turn for a minute, because the load came off it.

“It’s not pushing so hard,” I said.

“What isn’t?”

“In here.” I pressed, very lightly. “It’s still there. But you’re not pushing on it. You’ve stopped pushing.”

She looked down at me. Her eyes were wet.

“I don’t know how to stop,” she whispered.

“You’re doing it,” I said. “Right now. You’re doing it.”



That was when the light came over her.

I didn’t do anything. I wasn’t even thinking about it. The barrier was on the glass, ANCHOR, the amber skin on every window, and there was a window right beside us, the last side window by the rear bench, and the stove light came through the tarp and hit the amber on that glass, and the amber threw it back onto her. Gold. It slid over her skin as she moved on me, across her shoulder and her collarbone and down over the top of her breast, a warm moving light like sun through water, catching the sweat on her, and when she rocked forward it went across her back, and when she sat back it went across her stomach.

She looked down at herself. At the light on her skin.

And her shoulders dropped.

I saw it. I’d been watching her shoulders for four days. On the wall, in the bus, in the mirror, in the yard. She carried them up, always, an inch higher than they wanted to be, set, braced, like a catcher in a crouch with a runner on third. They came down. All at once. Her whole body went loose on top of me, soft, and she breathed out, a long breath, and she laughed.

Very quietly. Wonderingly. Like somebody who’d put down something heavy and was surprised to find out how much it had weighed.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, that’s. What is that.”

“That’s you,” I said. “That’s you not bracing.”

She laughed again. And then she started to come.



She came with her eyes open. She looked right at me the whole time, and she came on my cock with both hands braced on my chest and her mouth open and no sound coming out, and I felt it. I felt her clamp on me, hard, once, and then again, and again, long rippling pulls that went all the way down the length of me, milking. Her thighs locked against my hips. Her back arched, deep, her spine hollowed out and her ass tipped back, and her breasts came up, and the gold light slid down over all of it.

I held her down on me through it. Deep. I didn’t let her move.

“Lew,” she breathed. “Lew, come. Come in me. I want.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Yes. Inside me. Please.”

I let go. I held her hips and drove up into her twice, hard, deep, and came. It pulled up out of the base of my spine and went through me and I pumped into her, a long hard pulse and then another and another, and I couldn’t keep quiet, and I put my face up against her chest to do it. She bent down over me. She put her forehead against mine. Her braid fell across my face. We stayed like that while I emptied into her, our foreheads together and her breathing on my mouth, and I could feel her still squeezing around me in little aftershocks, little flutters, each one a little weaker.

“There,” she said. Against my mouth. “There.”



After a while she lay down on me.

All of her, her whole long body, along mine on the bench, with her cheek on my chest and her braid coming apart across my shoulder and her knees on either side of my hips. I was still inside her. Neither of us moved. I could feel her heartbeat slowing down against my ribs.

Past the tarp the stove ticked. Somebody snored, Dee. On the glass above us the amber lay faint and warm.

Her right hand was on my chest, by her face, her fingers spread.

It wasn’t shaking.

I lay there and looked at it. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to say anything and have her look and make it start again. I just looked at her hand on my chest, still, open, and her breathing went long and slow, and in about five minutes she was asleep.



[Mechanic: Level 3.]

It came up sometime in the night, while I was mostly asleep.



Noreen woke at six-forty, and swore.

I heard her from the back of the bus. I’d come awake at dawn the way I always did, with Kirsten still asleep on me, and I’d lain there listening to the bus, the stove gone down to coals and ticking as it cooled, the kettle, the rain that had started sometime before dawn on the roof. And then a voice from the front of the bus, Noreen’s voice, appalled.

“What the fuck time is it?”

“Twenty to seven,” Dee said, thick.

“I went to sleep at half past nine.”

“Yeah.”

“I slept.” Noreen’s voice was full of a kind of offense I’d never heard in it. “I slept nine hours. Straight through.”

“Nine and ten minutes. I heard you go. You were talking about flashing.”

“I don’t remember the last time I slept like that. I don’t remember. Before. Before the Turn. I don’t remember.” I heard her sit up. I heard the seat springs. “What did he do to this bus?”

Kirsten lifted her head off my chest.

Her hair had come all the way out of the braid in the night and it was everywhere, gold and wavy across her face and my chest. Her eyes were clear. She looked at me until the kettle ticked, and then she sat up on me and put her hand on her stomach, below her ribs, on the right.

“It’s less,” she said.

I put my hand over hers.

The knot was there. Three of them, stacked, hard and hot. But there was a little less heat in the top one, a sliver less, like when you crack a bleeder on a brake line and a little air comes out with the fluid, and you can feel the pedal firm up a hair. A sliver had gone out of it in the night, bled off and gone.

“A sliver,” I said. “Bled off. You slept in the field, so you lost a little. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s what a guest gets.”

She looked down at our hands. “Why isn’t it more?”

I didn’t answer right away. I could have. I’d known since the morning I sat in Dale’s control house with his coffee and his four lines. I’d been thinking about it on the walk back up the flats and all the way through the stove and Kayleigh’s gloves and the gate crew kid counting at the fence. I knew what would make it more.

“Because you’re berthed to the sheds,” I said. “That’s where your rest goes. You sleep in Marge as a guest, you get the sleep and you lose a sliver. That’s it. Nothing climbs.” I kept my hand on hers. “To consolidate here, you’d have to ask.”

“Ask you.”

“Ask to ride with me. And I’d have to say yes.”

She was very still. On her stomach, under our hands, the knot sat there, hot.

“I know,” she said.

She didn’t ask.

She got up off me and found her tank top on the bench and pulled it on, and her pants off the floor, and then she stood there a second in the aisle with her boots in her hand, and looked at the flannel shirt hanging on the hook by the emergency door, my flannel, the old red-and-black one I slept in.

She took it off the hook and put it on over her tank top, and didn’t button it, and went up the aisle past the tarp with her boots in her hand to tell Noreen what time it was.


Chapter 7: Retired

Marge wouldn’t hold idle.

She caught on the first turn at seven in the morning, Day 46, with rain on the bay roof and the crew gone up to the sheds, and she came up to idle the way she always did. Then the idle sagged. Picked up. Sagged. A slow hunting, eight hundred, six-fifty, eight hundred, like a man trying to stay awake in a warm room. And under the hunt, at the injectors, a sound I didn’t like at all.

A rattle. Light, sharp, irregular. Like gravel in a coffee can.

I sat in the driver’s seat with my hand flat on the dash and listened to it for about ten seconds, and I knew what it was, because I’d heard it a hundred times in sixteen years on county buses fueled out of county tanks that nobody ever cleaned.

Water. There was water in her fuel. The injectors were spraying it into the cylinders with the diesel, and water doesn’t burn, and it doesn’t compress, and every time an injector pushed a slug of it, it knocked. That rattle was water hitting hot metal.

But there was something else under it. A drag. The idle was hunting because the fuel wasn’t getting to the injectors fast enough, and that meant the filters were choking on something. And water alone doesn’t choke a filter. Water goes right through a filter and into the injectors and does its damage there.

Something was in her fuel that didn’t go through.

I shut her off before she could hurt herself.



The primary fuel filter on a bus like Marge sits on the frame rail behind the front wheel, a canister the size of a coffee mug, with a clear bowl on the bottom where water collects so you can see it and drain it. I’d put a new one on two weeks ago. I lay on the creeper and looked up at it with the droplight.

The bowl was half full of water. Cloudy, grey-white, with a line where the diesel floated on top.

And at the bottom of the water, a layer of something pale and gritty. Like wet sand. Like sugar left in the bottom of a glass of iced tea.

I cracked the drain and let the bowl empty into a pan. Then I spun the filter off and turned it over and tipped what was inside into my palm. The filter element was packed with a pale grey paste that stuck to my skin, gritty, granular. I rubbed it between my thumb and finger. It didn’t feel like dirt.

I touched it to my tongue.

Sweet.

“Son of a bitch,” I said, to nobody. Then to Marge, “Not you. Sorry.”



Sugar doesn’t dissolve in diesel. The man who did this didn’t know that.

Everybody’s heard the old story. Sugar in the gas tank. It ruins the engine, it turns to tar in the cylinders, it destroys everything. It isn’t true for diesel, and it isn’t true for gas either. Sugar won’t dissolve in fuel. It sinks to the bottom of the tank like sand in a bucket and sits there, and when the pickup draws fuel it pulls some of the sugar along with it and the filter catches it, and the filter clogs, and the engine starves and dies. You change the filter, you drain the tank, you’re done. A nuisance.

The water is a different story.

Whoever did this hadn’t just poured a bag of sugar into the tank. They’d poured it in with water to carry it, a couple of gallons by the look of the bowl, because somebody had told them that’s how you make it go in. And water in a diesel tank will do real harm. It’ll rust the injectors, wash the lubrication off the pump plungers, crack an injector tip if enough of it hits at once. Water could have killed her.

I went out to the depot’s diesel tank on its concrete pad.

It was a two-thousand-gallon steel tank, aboveground, the one I’d fueled every truck in Lock Nine from for six weeks, and the one I’d put fuel into Marge from at four o’clock yesterday afternoon after the stove was in. I opened the fill cap on the top and dropped my dip stick, a length of clear plastic tubing with my thumb over the end, down to the bottom, and pulled a sample.

Diesel, amber and clear, for most of the tube. At the bottom, two inches of cloudy water. And in the water, sugar.

Somebody had dosed the depot tank itself, knowing I’d fill her from it, or not caring whether I did, as long as the next truck out of the depot died on the river road.



I drained Marge’s tank into drums. All eighty-some gallons of it. Then I pulled both filters and the water separator and threw them in the scrap bin, and blew out the fuel lines with the compressor, line by line, from the tank to the lift pump to the filters to the injection pump, until nothing came out but air. Then I walked down to the lock.

Dale was at his counter. He looked at my hands, which were grey to the wrists with sugar paste and diesel, and at my face.

“How much do you need?” he said.

“Forty gallons. To flush her and get her running.”

“What happened?”

“Somebody put sugar and water in my tank.”

He was quiet a second. Then he went into the back, and I heard the rumble of a drum being tipped onto a hand truck. He had four drums of clean, dry, filtered diesel in the back room for his generator, the one with the bad pump on number four. He’d been saving it since the Turn.

“Take two,” he said.

“Dale. One’s plenty.”

“Take two. And don’t fuel anything else from that tank until you’ve cleaned it.” He pushed the hand truck at me. “Who?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said.

“Yes, you do.”

“I don’t know which one yet,” I said, and he nodded, and went back to his coffee.



I flushed Marge with Dale’s diesel, a few gallons at a time, through the whole system, and filled the tank halfway, and put new filters on out of the cage. I bled the injection pump. Then I cranked her, and she cranked a long time with the system empty of fuel, and then caught, rough at first, coughing, the last of the water knocking out of the injectors. And then she smoothed out.

The rattle went away. The idle came down to six-fifty and stayed there, steady as a clock. I sat in the driver’s seat and listened to all six cylinders firing clean, and I didn’t think she was hurt. I’d caught it in time. I didn’t think any of the injector tips had cracked.

It took until eleven.

At five past eleven, a man came across the yard from the shed-side gate.

I knew him. Wayne Sobczak. Big, in a Carhartt coat, one of Krall’s road crew from before the Turn. His name had been the first one on the Dusk Board four nights ago: E to D. Somebody had slapped him on the back.

He came up to the bay door and stopped. He looked at Marge, sitting in the bay with her engine running.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

“Darrell wanted to know.” He looked at the bus, and it was plain he didn’t understand what he was looking at. “He wanted me to ask if the bus was running okay.”

“She’s running fine,” I said.

He stood there. Marge idled behind me, every cylinder firing, steady as a heartbeat.

“Fine,” he said.

“Fine. Tell him thanks for asking.”

He didn’t go right away. He was breathing high and quick, the way a man breathes when he’s been sent with a question he already knows the answer to, and the answer is wrong. Then he turned around and went back across the yard.



I went and looked at the fence.

The depot’s chain-link ran along the river side and around both ends, eight feet, with the old county barbed wire strung along the top on angle brackets, and I walked the whole length of it with my hand on the wire, the way I’d walked the wall.

Husks lean on chain-link every night. It was a sound I’d known for forty-five nights from inside the bay: the rattle of the wire, the creak of the posts. The fence carries it. The wire on a good fence is under tension, stretched between the posts with a tension bar at each end, and it sings, a little, when you run your hand along it, the way a stretched clothesline whines in the wind. Every panel of it sang the same note.

At the back corner of the lot, behind the fire truck, one panel didn’t sing.

I stopped and put my hand on it. Dead. No tension. The wire just sagged under my palm.

Somebody had cut it.

The cut was small and vertical, about four feet long, up from the bottom, along a fence post where you wouldn’t see it unless you were looking, and the cut wire had been bent back into place so it looked whole. But the tension was gone from the panel. Cut wire doesn’t sing.

I crouched and looked at the cut ends.

They’d been cut with bolt cutters. You can always tell. Bolt cutters don’t slice, they crush, two hardened jaws coming together from opposite sides, and they leave the cut end pinched flat into a little wedge, like a chisel tip. And every pair leaves its own mark. These ends were pinched flat with a burr on one side and not the other, a little raised lip of steel on the left edge of every single cut, the same on every wire. One jaw of the cutters had a nick in it. A small one, near the tip.

My bolt cutters had a chipped jaw too. Mine was chipped on the right, near the pivot, from the padlock I cut on Day 3. These weren’t mine.

I knew whose they were. I’d watched Grogan’s gate crew use a pair of thirty-six-inch red-handled cutters on every padlock and seal wire that came through the main gate with the noon trade for forty days, cutters that lived on a hook in the gatehouse. I’d sharpened those cutters myself on Day 20 when one of the gate crew brought them to me. I’d dressed the nick in the left jaw as much as I could and told him it’d keep catching.

And in the mud below the cut, where the ground was soft along the back of the lot, there was a boot print.

Just one, clear, the rest scuffed. A big print. A twelve, I guessed, maybe a twelve and a half. And the tread was a chevron lug, deep, a stacked V pattern with a heel like a wedge and a little oval in the middle of the sole where the maker stamped the logo. I knew that boot too. The county had issued them to every road-crew man and gate-crew man for ten years, black leather, oil-resistant, steel toe, the ones the county bought by the hundred from the same distributor. I’d worn a pair myself for six years before the transit department switched suppliers.

I stood there by the dead wire.

[Fault Sense: Rank 2.]



Grogan was at the main gate with his crew at noon, watching the trade come through. Two wagons and a pickup from the farms upriver, and a man on a bicycle with a crate of eggs strapped to the back.

I walked up to him. I didn’t hurry. He saw me coming, and he took the toothpick out of his mouth.

“Rudy,” I said.

“Lew.”

“Somebody cut the back corner of my fence night before last,” I said. “Four feet, along the post behind the fire truck. They did it with your cutters. The ones in the gatehouse with the nick in the left jaw. I dressed that nick myself a month ago and it’s still there.”

His crew had gone quiet. The man with the eggs was looking at us from his bicycle.

“Then they walked across my lot in a size-twelve county boot,” I said. “Road-crew issue, chevron lug. And they put about thirty pounds of sugar and two gallons of water in my diesel tank.”

I waited.

“Sugar doesn’t do anything to diesel,” I said. “You might tell him that. But the water could have cracked an injector. If it had been a truck going out on a supply run instead of my bus sitting in a bay, it’d have died somewhere on the river road with a crew on it, about the time it got dark.”

Grogan stood there with the toothpick in his fingers.

Then he grinned.

It was a big grin. A real one, all teeth in the ginger beard, and it went right up into his eyes. He wasn’t sorry. He wasn’t scared. He was a man who’d been caught at something, and it amused him, and he didn’t see any reason in the world to pretend it didn’t.

“That’s quite a story, Lew,” he said.

“It’s not a story.”

“I don’t know anything about any sugar.”

“I know you don’t,” I said. “But one of your boys wears a twelve.”

He put the toothpick back in his mouth and grinned around it.

I went back to the depot. I didn’t need him to say it. I’d heard what I needed to hear: the cutters, the boot, the water. I’d heard his breath when I said thirty pounds, the little catch in it, the catch of a man hearing a number that wasn’t his. And I’d heard the grin. That was the part that told me the most. Rudy wasn’t worried about anything I could do to him. Whatever he was worried about, it wasn’t me.



The crew came down from the sheds at one.

They’d slept, after the stand-down night in Marge. Slept in their sheds, on wet cots, during the day, the way they always did. But they came down to the depot anyway. Kirsten first, and Dee and Noreen behind her, and Kayleigh at the back with her new gloves on. They stood in the bay and looked at the drums of drained fuel lined up along the wall and the scrap bin full of filters.

“What happened?” Kirsten said.

I told them. They listened. Dee swore through the whole thing, low and continuous, like a kettle left on the back of a stove. Noreen kept her eyes on the drums.

“Sugar,” Kirsten said, when I was done.

“And water.”

“They tried to kill her.”

“They tried to kill the next truck out of here,” I said. “They didn’t care which.”

Kirsten looked at Marge. Her right hand was in her jacket pocket. Her shoulders were up, set, the way they always were, the way they’d been before last night.

“If it had been the flatbed,” Kayleigh said quietly, “on a lumber run. If we’d been on it.” She looked at her gloves. “Like Jodie.”

The bay went quiet.



“Who’s Jodie?” I said.

Nobody answered for a second. Then Noreen did. She said it the way she said everything.

“Jodie Wozniak. Kirsten’s second. She was on the crew with us from Day 3.” She looked at the stove in Marge’s front window. “She was a [Trapper]. Snares, wire, trip lines. She could catch anything. She caught a mudback once with a cable snare off a guardrail post and held it for ten minutes while we killed it.”

“What happened to her?”

“She burned out,” Dee said. “Or near enough.”

“Krall retired her,” Kirsten said.

She said it looking at the bus.

“Two days before you came out with the bus,” she said. “Day 39. Her class started going. Her snares would set and then let go, or set late, or not at all. She’d go to throw a wire and it wouldn’t come. She was banked so high she couldn’t stand up straight some mornings.” Kirsten’s jaw was tight. “And Krall’s rule is, Burnouts go out. Because a Burnout on the wall gets people killed, and a Burnout inside eats food and takes a cot and doesn’t hold anything.”

“So they put her out.”

“At dawn. With a bedroll.” Kirsten turned and looked at me. “I walked her to the gate. I gave her my good knife. She walked out on the river road and turned downriver, and that’s the last I saw her.”

“Seven days ago.”

“Seven days.”



I stood there.

I thought about Kirsten’s knot under my palm last night, three hard hot places stacked one on another, grinding. And about the eleven women I’d counted shaking on the flats two dawns ago. And about what Kirsten had just said, the snares that set and let go, the wire that wouldn’t come. The class going.

Going isn’t gone.

And I thought about something else. Something I’d heard on the wall the night section seven went, at about three in the morning, out on the flats past the bend, under the noise of the husks and the women and the river. I’d heard it and not had a name for it and let it go. A sound like a guitar string plucked hard. A high thin twang, out in the dark, a long way off. Three times. Like something pulling on a wire under load and the wire holding.

“Where would she go?” I said.

Kirsten stared at me.

“If she was a trapper,” I said. “If she was smart and she knew the flats and she’d been on that wall for forty nights watching the Tide come up out of the river. Where would she go to get through a night outside?”

“She’s dead, Lew.”

“Maybe.”

“She’s dead. Seven nights outside. Nobody lives seven nights outside. Nobody lives one night outside. We barely lived one night outside in a bus.”

“I heard wire,” I said. “On the wall, the night seven went. Out on the flats, downriver, past the bend. Something pulled on a wire three times in the night and the wire held.”

“You heard wire.”

“Snare wire under load. It’s got a sound. It’s high and it rings.”

Behind her, Noreen had turned around. Dee had stopped swearing.

“No,” Kirsten said.



She fought me about it in the bay. Low and hard, the way she had in the bus on the river road over the van, standing close, her captain’s voice pitched down so the others wouldn’t hear and the others hearing all of it anyway.

“You can’t do this,” she said. “You can’t go out there and look for her.”

“It’s daylight. They’re slow in daylight.”

“The beasts aren’t. The ones that miss the seam at dawn hole up in water and shade, and the flats are nothing but water and shade. You know what’s down there? Culverts and ditches and the old drainage canal and the backwater off the river. Every one of them could have a mudback in it.”

“Then I’ll be careful.”

“You’ll be dead.” Her hand came out of her pocket and she pointed it at me. It was shaking. “You did this with the van. You stopped for the van and the van was empty. Remember the van? You said you were sorry.”

“I was sorry. I was wrong about the van.”

“And you’re wrong about this.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I heard wire.”

“You heard something.”

“I heard wire, Kirsten.” I didn’t raise my voice. I could hear it getting quieter instead, slower. “I’ve spent sixteen years listening to things that are under load. Belts and chains and cables and springs. I know what wire sounds like when something pulls on it. And if Jodie’s out there, she’s been out there seven nights, and she’s banked so high she can’t stand up straight, and she hasn’t got another seven in her. She might not have tonight.”

She stared at me.

“I’m going to look,” I said. “I’m going to take the bus out the main gate while it’s open for the trade and drive down the flats road along the outside of the wall to the bend, and look. If she’s not there, I’ll come back. I’ll be back by three.”

“And if there’s a mudback in a culvert?”

“Then I’ll be back by three with a mudback problem.”

Her jaw worked.

“Fine,” she said. “I’m coming.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’m not letting you go out there alone, you stupid son of a bitch,” she said, and went to get her shotgun.



We went out the main gate at a quarter to two, with the trade still coming through and Grogan watching us from the walk. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t chain anything. It was the middle of the day.

Kirsten rode in the front seat with the shotgun. Noreen came, without being asked, and stood in the aisle with her lance. Dee and Kayleigh stayed. Somebody had to, Kirsten said, in case.

I drove the flats road. It was a farm lane really, gravel, running along the outside of the outer wall from the main gate downriver toward the lock approach, and below it the river flats went down to the water in a long slope of grass and mud and willow scrub. In daylight it was just a river bottom. Brown grass, flattened. Puddles. A heron standing in one on one leg. You’d never know a thousand husks had come up out of it three nights ago, the night seven went.

But I could see where they’d come. The grass was beaten down in long tracks from the water to the wall, like a field after a flood. At the bend, below the gap where section seven had fallen, the plate lay flat on the slope where it had landed, and Gretchen had already raised a new face of steel behind it, blue-sheened and raw. Under the fallen plate, I knew, were the husks it had landed on. I didn’t look long.

Past the bend the land dropped. There was an old county road down there, from before they’d built the dam, a strip of broken asphalt running along the bottom of the flats toward a farm that wasn’t there anymore. And where it crossed the drainage canal, a culvert. A big one. Corrugated steel, five feet across, under the road, half full of brown water.

I stopped Marge on the flats road above it and shut her off and opened the door.

And listened.

The river. The wind in the willows. A crow somewhere. And under all of it, so faint I’d have missed it if I hadn’t been waiting for it, a sound from down at the culvert. A wire, singing. Very high and very thin. The wind moving a length of wire strung tight between two things, and the wire answering.

“There,” I said.



She’d wired it.

That’s what we saw when we got close. We went down the slope on foot, the three of us, Kirsten first with the shotgun and me behind her with the lance and Noreen behind me, and stopped at the edge of the old road. And the culvert’s mouth was wired, a whole web of it, more than any one snare. Steel wire, thin and bright, strung across the opening of the culvert in a dozen lines at different heights, crossed and doubled, tied off to stakes driven into the bank and to the culvert’s own corrugations. Tripwires low. Loops at head height. A cable snare on a bent sapling at the side, set and cocked, with a loop on the ground that you’d never see if you didn’t know.

And at both ends, the same. I walked up onto the road and looked down at the other mouth on the far side and it was wired too.

Inside, in the dark, at the waterline, something moved.

“Jodie,” Kirsten said.

Nothing. The water moved.

“Jodie, it’s Kirsten.”

A long silence. And then a voice, from inside the culvert, rough and cracked and very small, like somebody who hadn’t spoken in days.

“Kirsten?”

Kirsten made a sound. I’d never heard her make a sound like that. Something tore loose in her chest and came out of her mouth and she put her hand over it.

“Don’t,” the voice said. “Don’t come in. There’s wire. Wait. Let me.”



It took her a while to come out. She had to take down her own wire to do it, and her hands weren’t working right. We could see her in the dim, crouched in the water at the mouth of the culvert, working at a knot with fingers that wouldn’t close. Her class kept trying to help. I could hear it. A wire would tighten on its own, sudden, with a high thin twang, and then go slack, and she’d swear in a whisper and start again.

When she finally came out, Noreen caught her.

She was soaked to the chest and grey with cold, and so thin.

“Thirty-six years old and she used to lift shepherds at animal control,” Noreen said, holding her up under the arms. “Full-grown German shepherds. Look at her.”

Jodie Wozniak looked like she’d lost thirty pounds in seven days. Her cheeks were hollow. Her dark curls were cropped short and plastered to her skull. She had a coil of thin bright steel wire over one shoulder, and Kirsten’s knife on her belt, and a rabbit in one hand, half eaten, raw.

She held the rabbit up a little, like it needed explaining.

“I caught it,” she said. “Yesterday. I couldn’t make a fire. They see the fire.”

“I know,” Kirsten said. Her voice wasn’t working right either. “I know, Jo.”

“I lay in the water,” Jodie said. “At night. Up to my neck. They hunt by heat. If you’re in the water and it’s cold enough, they can’t find you. They walk right past.” She was shaking, her whole body, a deep hard shiver that came up out of her center. “I lay in the water every night.”

“Seven nights,” Noreen said.

“Is it seven?”



I put my hand on her arm.

I asked first. I said, “Can I,” and she looked at me like she didn’t know who I was, which she didn’t, and Kirsten said, “He’s okay,” and she nodded. So I put my hand on her forearm above the wrist, on her wet sleeve.

Cold. Cold all the way through, the deep cold of somebody who’s been in the river every night for a week. And under the cold, heat. Strain, and a lot more of it than Kirsten’s knot. It filled her whole chest, a hot heavy mass, packed, like a battery case swollen with too much charge. And her class running up into it, her [Trapper], and trying to get through.

I felt it skip.

It ran up against the Strain and caught and went through and then skipped. Lost its grip. Like a clutch that’s worn so thin it slips and grabs and slips again, so you’d be sitting at a light and the truck would lurch forward and stop and lurch, and every time it slipped it got a little worse, a little more glazed.

But it grabbed. Every time. It slipped and it grabbed.

It hadn’t broken.

I held on. I counted the skips, the way you’d count misfires. Once every few seconds, and no faster than that. Holding. Right at the line. Right at the place where a skip turns into a slip and a slip turns into nothing at all, and she was standing on it, balanced, like somebody standing on the edge of a roof.

“Lew,” Kirsten said.

I looked at her.

“She’s at the line,” I said. “Right on it. The misfire line. Her class is skipping like a bad clutch. But it’s grabbing. It hasn’t broken.”

Kirsten shut her eyes for a second.

“It hasn’t broken,” I said again. “She’s not burned out. She’s one bad night away from it. Maybe two.” I took my hand off Jodie’s arm. “Krall put her out the day before she got there.”

Noreen kept holding her up under the arms. Kirsten looked at the mud between her boots.

Jodie’s eyes were dark and enormous in her hollow face.

“Who are you?” she said.

“He’s the bus guy,” Noreen said.



The mudback came out of the culvert while we were standing there.

It came out of the other culvert. There was a second one under the old road about thirty yards down, a smaller one where a feeder ditch crossed, and it was full of black water, and the water bulged.

I heard it first. A sound like a drain pulling, wet and deep, and then the drag. The click. It was coming out of the water.

“Mudback,” I said. “Down the road. Thirty yards.”

Kirsten turned with the shotgun up. Noreen put Jodie behind her.

It came up out of the feeder culvert like a car coming up a boat ramp, mud pouring off its back. A big one, smaller than a box truck and bigger than the one on the river road, bigger than a full-size pickup, with claws like snowplow blades, and it was slow. Slow and stupid, the way they were by day. It had holed up in the water at dawn and slept, and we’d been talking thirty yards from it, and it had woken up and was not happy about it.

It saw us. It turned toward us on the road.

“Back,” Kirsten said. “Up the slope. To the bus.”

“It’ll follow,” Noreen said.

“Then it follows.”

“Wait,” Jodie said.

She was behind Noreen, swaying. She had the coil of wire off her shoulder and in her hands, and her fingers wouldn’t close on it properly, and she tried anyway.

“Wait,” she said. “Let it come. Let it come to the culvert. To mine.”

I looked at the culvert. At the web of wire across its mouth, and the cable snare on the bent sapling at the side. The loop on the ground. The mudback was coming down the old road toward us, and between us and it was the culvert mouth and everything she’d strung across it.

“Back up,” I said. “Behind the culvert. Let it come through the wire.”

Kirsten nodded once. “Back. Behind the wire.”



We went back across the road, behind the culvert, and stood on the bank above it. The mudback came on. Drag, click. Drag, click. Slow and heavy, its claws up, its eyestalks swiveling toward us. Thirty yards. Twenty. It came off the asphalt into the mud at the culvert’s mouth.

Its front left leg went through the loop on the ground.

The sapling went. Jodie’s cable snare came up off the mud with a crack like a rifle, a quarter-inch steel cable on a bent ash tree, and it caught the mudback’s foreleg above the joint and snapped tight, and the whole tree bent over, groaning, and held. The mudback’s leg went up in the air. It lurched sideways, off balance, into the wire across the culvert mouth.

The wire sang. All of it, all at once, every line. Jodie’s web took the mudback’s weight across its shell and its claws and stretched and held, a dozen high thin notes ringing together, and the mudback was caught in it like a bug in a screen door.

“Now,” Jodie said. Her voice was a whisper. “Now, it won’t hold long.”

Kirsten went down the bank.

She put the shotgun in the mudback’s face at six feet and fired into its eyestalks and racked and fired again, and it screamed its garbage-truck scream and swung a claw at her, and she threw her arm up for the shield.

It came late. Half a beat. The claw was already through the place it should have been.

It hit the edge of the gold pane as the pane came up, and the pane bent, and she went sideways into the mud on her hip. The claw came back around.

I was already moving.



I went down the bank with the lance.

I didn’t think about it. I set my feet the way she’d set them in the depot yard, left forward, right back. Left hand forward, palm up. Right hand at my hip, palm down. And I listened.

The mudback was breathing. Hard, angry, wet. I could hear it. I’d felt it under Marge at the co-op: the bellows sound, the seam behind the claw where the top shell met the belly, opening every time it heaved. It was heaving now. It was fighting the cable and the wire and swinging its claw at Kirsten in the mud, and every time it swung, it heaved, and the seam opened, a dark wet gap the width of my hand, on the left side, behind the claw, and closed again.

It swung. It heaved. The seam opened.

I put the lance in it.

I didn’t close my eyes. I put the blade into the seam as it opened, with my weight behind it, and it went in to the crossbar. It went in like a spade into wet clay. I felt it go through the soft stuff under the shell and into something deeper that jerked, and I leaned on it, the way she’d shown me, like pushing a stuck door.

The mudback stopped.

All of it. The claw stopped in the air. The legs stopped. The breathing stopped. It hung there in Jodie’s wire with my lance in its side, and then slowly the cable on the sapling let go of its leg with a twang, and it settled into the mud and didn’t move.

I stood there holding the lance.

[Mechanic: Level 4.]



Kirsten got up out of the mud.

She was filthy, mud to the shoulder on her left side, mud in her braid. She looked at the mudback. At the lance in it, in the seam, to the crossbar. At me.

“Behind the claw,” she said.

“Where it breathes.”

“I didn’t teach you that.”

“You taught me how to hold the lance,” I said. “It taught me the rest.”

She stared at me. Then she laughed, short and shaky, and turned around and went up the bank to Jodie, who was sitting in the mud at the top with her wire in her lap, crying without making any sound.



The gate crew wouldn’t let her in.

We drove back up the flats road and around to the main gate at half past two, with Jodie wrapped in my work jacket and two blankets in the front seat by the stove, which I’d lit, and Kirsten beside her with an arm around her. Grogan’s crew was on the gate, without Grogan: four of his men, in their vests, with shotguns.

I stopped Marge at the gate. The leaves were open for the trade. The men stood across them.

One of them came up to my window. Older, with a grey mustache, one of the road-crew men.

“Who’s that?” he said. He was looking past me at Jodie.

“That’s Jodie Wozniak,” I said.

“She was retired.”

“She’s alive.”

“She was retired,” he said again, like that settled it. “Burnouts go out. That’s the rule. She can’t come in.”

“She’s not a Burnout.”

“She was put out as one. That’s the same thing.” He looked uncomfortable. He didn’t look like he was going to move. “Krall’s rule.”

Behind me, I heard Kirsten stand up.



She came down the steps past me. She had Jodie’s bedroll in her arms, the wet one we’d pulled out of the culvert, with Jodie’s few things rolled up in it. She’d taken it off the floor of the bus. She stood on the bottom step with it.

Then she turned and held her hand out up the steps, and Jodie took it, and came down beside her, wrapped in my work jacket, shaking.

Kirsten walked her to the gate.

She didn’t say anything. She walked up to the four men standing across the gate, slowly, with Jodie’s bedroll under one arm and Jodie’s hand in her other hand, and her shotgun on its sling across her back, filthy with mud from the flats. And she didn’t stop. She just walked at them.

Four men with shotguns watched her come, and they knew her. Everybody knew her. She’d held their wall every night since Day 6. She’d walked Jodie out this same gate seven days ago with her own good knife.

The man with the grey mustache stepped aside.

The others did too. They didn’t look at each other. They just moved, one and then another, and Kirsten walked between them through the gate with Jodie beside her, and didn’t look at any of them, and kept walking up the inside of the wall toward the depot.

I drove through after her.



At the depot, after she’d put Jodie in the front seat by the stove and come back down the steps, Kirsten walked me backward into Marge’s side.

She did it the way you’d back a man into a parking space. I was standing at the bottom of the steps in the bay, and she came at me the way she’d come at the gate crew, and I went back a step, two, until my back hit the bus, the long dented mustard side of her, cold through my thermal. It was the middle of the afternoon. The bay door was open. Anybody walking past the depot fence could have seen.

She put both hands flat on the bus on either side of my head and kissed me.

Hard. Her whole body against mine, pinning me to the steel. Her mouth on mine, rough and wet and furious. She tasted like river mud. She kissed me until I couldn’t breathe, and then she pulled back an inch and looked at me with her grey-blue eyes so close I could count the flecks in them.

“That,” she said, “was the stupidest thing I have ever done with a man.”

“Okay.”

“The stupidest. I’ve done some stupid things.” She was breathing hard. Her breasts were pressed against my chest through her jacket, heaving. “I let a shortstop talk me into driving to Myrtle Beach on a Tuesday. I got a tattoo in Dayton. That was stupider than all of it.”

“Okay.”

“I’d do it again,” she said.

She kissed me again, shorter, harder. Then she pushed off the bus with both hands and walked away up the yard toward the sheds without looking back.

I stood against Marge’s side in the cold and didn’t move for a while.



Jodie slept in Marge that night.

The crew had to go up. It was their wall night, Rudy’s rota, and they went at a quarter to six with their gear, and Kirsten stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at Jodie sitting by the stove wrapped in two blankets and my work jacket, eating her second can of chili, and said, “Don’t let him talk to you about fuel filters, he never stops,” and went.

I put Marge in ANCHOR at dusk. 6:16. The amber came up on the glass. Jodie watched it come. She watched the husks come up out of the flats beyond the depot fence in the last light, and walk to the fence, and put their hands on the wire, and look at the bus, and their eyes go blank and their hands come off the wire and they turn away. She watched all of it without a word.

Then she lay down across the front seat with her wire coiled under her head for a pillow, and was asleep before I’d banked the stove.

I sat up late. I sat on the step by the stove and listened to her.

Her breathing went long and slow. It stayed there. And sometime in the night, I put two fingers lightly on her wrist where it hung off the seat, and felt her class. The [Trapper] was still running up into that hot packed mass in her chest and catching. Still skipping. But the skips were a little further apart. A sliver of the heat had bled off into the field overnight and was gone, the way Kirsten’s had.

It was enough to get her a step back from the edge.



Kayleigh came down at the dawn change. She’d run down off the wall ahead of the others, in her new gloves, with flare soot on her face, and she came up the steps into the bus and stopped.

Jodie was awake. She was sitting up on the front seat with the blankets around her and her coil of wire in her lap. The stove was going, I’d fed it at five. The coffee was on. The amber was going thin on the glass in the grey light as I took Marge out of ANCHOR.

Jodie was crying.

Quietly, just sitting there with tears running down her hollow face and dripping off her chin onto the wire in her lap, and her hands in the wire, holding it.

“Jo,” Kayleigh said. “Jo, what’s wrong? What is it?”

Jodie shook her head.

“Does something hurt? Is it your class?”

“No,” Jodie said. “Nothing. It’s nothing.”

She kept crying. Kayleigh sat down beside her on the seat and put an arm around her, and looked up at me over Jodie’s head, and I poured two cups of coffee and put them on the stove’s edge beside them, and went down the steps to check the fence.


Chapter 8: Below the Rail Bridge

“Four-thirty,” I said. “Wheels rolling at four-thirty. If you’re not on the bus at four-thirty, you’re walking home.”

Dee looked at me from the top of a stack of mattresses. “You’d leave me?”

“I’d come back for you.”

“That’s not the same as not leaving me.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not.”

We were standing in the mud of the parking lot at Camp Galilee at a quarter to one on Day 47, with Marge idling behind us and the rain finally stopped and the sky the color of wet concrete. Kirsten was on the bus step with the shotgun across her knees. Noreen was beside me with her lance. Dee had climbed onto the mattresses because they were there.

“Twelve,” Noreen said, looking up the gravel path at the cabins under the oaks. “That’s what he wants out of here. I carried their mail nineteen summers. Every cabin’s got steel bunks in it, welded, the heavy kind. Built to survive teenagers.”

“He’ll get his twelve.” Kirsten didn’t look up from the shotgun. “And he’ll get them by four-thirty, because that’s forty minutes home and an hour on the clock before dusk, and I’ve heard him say it three times since breakfast.”

“An hour’s an hour,” I said. “We’re keeping it.”

“That’s not a lot of hour.”

“It’s the one we’ve got.”



Camp Galilee had been a good camp. You could see it. It sat on a long grass bluff over the Ohio with the river a hundred feet below through the trees, and it was laid out the way those camps always are: a big timber mess hall at the center with a bell on a post outside it, a chapel with a white steeple off to one side, a fire ring with log benches for the evening songs, and the cabins strung along a gravel path through the oaks in two curving rows. Boys on one side, girls on the other, I figured. Fourteen cabins. Wooden, on block foundations, with green roofs and screen porches and a name painted over every door. MATTHEW. MARK. LUKE. JOHN.

Nobody had been here since the Turn. You could tell by the leaves. They’d blown in through the screen doors and piled up on the porches knee-deep, and nobody had swept them. A canoe lay overturned on the grass by the fire ring with a hole in it. The flag on the pole by the mess hall had faded to pink and white rags.

There was a van in the lot. A white fifteen-passenger church van with FIRST UNITED METHODIST on the side in blue. Its door was open.

I didn’t look in it.

The cabins were the thing that mattered. The cabins and what was inside them. Because it was the middle of the day, and in the middle of the day, husks go still in the dark places. Basements. Culverts. Closets. And a camp cabin on a grey afternoon with its shutters closed is about as dark a place as you’ll find aboveground.

“Never turn your back on a dark doorway,” Kirsten said from the step.

“I remember.”

“I know you remember. I’m saying it for Dee.”

“I heard her,” Dee said from the mattresses.



We cleared them the way Kirsten said to. She’d done it before, in the first weeks, clearing houses in the river towns for food.

You don’t go in. You stand outside the door with the light behind you and you open it and you listen. If you hear anything, you shut it again and you move on. If you don’t, you prop it wide with a rock, and you put a light in, and you look, and you still don’t go in until you’ve looked at every corner.

I did the listening. Kirsten said I was the only one who could do it from outside the door. I’d put my palm flat on the door, on the wood, and hold still, and I could hear a cabin through it. Wood gives up everything in a room if you let it. The creak of the floor joists settling. A mouse in the wall. The drip of the roof leak. And if there was something in there that had been a person, you’d hear it. They hardly breathe, but they shift. Every few minutes, even in the day, a husk will move. A heel scraping on a floor. A hand moving on a mattress. The slow creak of weight changing on a bunk.

MATTHEW was clean. So was MARK. I put my hand on LUKE and held it there, and it was quiet for a long time, and then from inside, from down low on the floor at the back, a long slow scrape, like a shoe dragged across a board.

I took my hand away.

“No,” I said.

Kirsten looked at the door. “How many?”

“One. On the floor in the back. Maybe two.”

She didn’t argue. We went on to JOHN.

Out of fourteen cabins, four had something in them. ACTS. LUKE. RUTH and ESTHER, side by side at the end of the girls’ row, both of them, which nobody wanted to talk about. Ten were empty.

Ten cabins. Three bunk beds in each. Steel frames, welded, two-high, with steel slat decks and thin vinyl mattresses that had been green once. Sixty frames.

I needed twelve.



We stripped them two cabins at a time, carrying, because Marge couldn’t get closer than the gravel path. The frames came apart at the pins. Each bunk was two frames, top and bottom, held together by four steel pins at the corner posts, and the pins were rusted in, and I knocked them out with a punch and a hammer one at a time. Each frame was a welded rectangle of two-inch angle steel with four legs and a deck of steel slats, and each one weighed about fifty pounds.

Dee carried hers at a run, swearing.

“Four,” she said to Noreen, on the third trip, standing in the door of MATTHEW with her taped hands on her hips. “I can carry four.”

“No, you can’t.”

“A ration says I can.”

“You’ve only got a ration because I let you win it back.”

“I won it back fair.”

“You lost it fair yesterday and won it back on a coin toss,” Noreen said. “Which you called after it landed.”

“Four,” Dee said. “Watch.”

She stacked four bunk frames in the doorway, one on top of another, two hundred pounds of welded angle steel, and squatted and got her arms around the bottom one and stood up.

She got about three feet. Then the top frame slid off the stack and fell on the porch with a crash that echoed off the whole bluff, and Dee stood there with three frames in her arms and her face going red.

From inside LUKE, two cabins down, something moved. A long scrape. Then a thump against the inside of the door.

Everybody froze.

The thump didn’t come again. After a while, Dee breathed out.

“Three,” she said. Very quietly. “I can carry three.”

“I know you can,” Noreen said, just as quietly. “Pick up the fourth one later, Ramsdell.”



By three o’clock we had twelve frames and twelve mattresses stacked in Marge’s aisle, roped down with ratchet straps to the seat frames, so many that the bus sat lower on her springs and I had to walk her slow across the camp lot to keep the frames from shifting. We’d taken the mattresses from the cleanest cabins and beaten them out on the porch rails, and some of them were all right. Some were stained in ways nobody talked about. They’d do.

Kirsten had found a box of wool blankets in the mess hall’s storeroom too. Army surplus, olive drab, fourteen of them, folded and smelling of mothballs. She’d carried it out to the bus by herself and put it on the front seat and not said anything about it.

It was three-fifty. I was ahead of my own schedule.

I went to check Marge before we loaded the last of it. I always do. I opened the hood, the big long nose that tips forward on a conventional bus, and stood looking at the engine with it running, and listened.

And I heard it.

It was small. A tick, at idle. A tiny metallic tick, once per revolution, from the front of the engine on the left side. I put my hand on the engine block. The tick was coming through the alternator. Through the alternator bracket, the heavy cast-steel arm that bolts the alternator to the engine and lets you swing it to tension the belt.

I put my palm flat on the bracket. The tick came up into my hand.

It was a crack. I knew it right away. A crack in the cast, a hairline, probably at the pivot bolt where the bracket was thinnest, and every time the belt pulled on the alternator, the crack opened a hair and closed again. Tick. It wasn’t singing yet. It wasn’t loud. It was a crack that had just started.

I stood there and ran the numbers.

A cracked bracket under a belt load. It’ll go when it goes. Some of them go in a mile. Some go in a year. This one was small, and quiet, and I’d driven a lot of buses on a lot of cracked brackets in sixteen years, because the county never had the money to fix a thing until it broke. I’d heard a hundred cracks like it.

I thought it had another hour in it, at least. Maybe a lot more.

I had forty minutes of flat river road.

“Problem?” Kirsten said, behind me.

“Bracket’s cracked,” I said. “The alternator bracket. It’s small.”

“Small how?”

“Small enough.” I closed the hood. “I’ll do it at the depot. I’ve got a bracket off one of the dead buses.”

She looked at me with her shotgun on its sling, and I knew she was weighing it, the way she weighed everything. Then she nodded.

“Your call,” she said.

We left at four-twenty-eight.



The river road downriver ran along the bluffs and then down off them onto the bottoms, the same kind of river shelf as below Lock Nine, with the Ohio on the left going back upriver, wide and grey and fast with the rain. Fields on the right. Every few miles a little river town, a gas station and a church and a dozen houses, and nobody in any of them.

We went slow. Marge was heavy with steel, and the frames creaked in their straps every time she went over a bump. I listened to the bracket the whole way. Tick. Tick. At idle it had been a tick. At road speed it was a little faster, but it wasn’t getting louder.

At four-fifty, eight miles out, the river road went under the river.

It had rained two nights and most of the morning, and the Ohio had come up, and where Crooked Run came down out of the hills to meet it, the creek had backed up over the road. Brown water, moving, from ditch to ditch, a hundred yards of it. I stopped Marge at the edge and got out and stood there and listened to it. You can hear how deep moving water is if you know what to listen for. Shallow water over asphalt chatters, fast and high. This was low and smooth and heavy. A foot and a half at least in the middle, maybe two, and moving fast enough to push a bus with a light back end sideways off the shoulder and into the river.

“We go around,” I said.

“Around where?” Dee said.

Noreen was already looking up at the ridge. “County Road Nine,” she said. “Over the top and back down at Sutter’s. It’s gravel most of the way. It’s steep.”

“How long?”

“In this?” She looked at the bus, low on her springs with steel. “Forty minutes. Maybe fifty.”

It was fifty-five. County Road Nine went up the ridge in switchbacks, gravel and washboard, and Marge climbed it in first gear with the engine pulling hard and the frames groaning in their straps and the belt pulling on the alternator bracket like a man hauling a rope, every climb. I listened to the tick. On the climbs it got louder. On the flats it went quiet again. I told myself it was going quiet again.

At five-fifty we came down off the ridge onto the river road at Sutter’s, three miles below Lock Nine, and the road came down off a rise and the rail bridge came into view ahead.

It crossed the Ohio on six stone piers, a long black truss bridge from the turn of the last century, with the tracks running out over the water on the steel. On our side the tracks came down to the bridge on a fill, and the river road went under the bridge’s first span through a stone arch. On the far side, a quarter mile off across the water, the tracks came off the bridge onto a siding and a little rail yard. And above the far end of the bridge, on a steel frame, stood a signal tower. Three stories, square, with windows on all four sides at the top, like an airport control tower built by a railroad in 1920.

Kirsten looked at it.

“Ironworks,” she said.

“That’s theirs?”

“That’s what the runners say. They’ve got a train. They use the siding.” She shaded her eyes. “There’s nobody there now.”

There wasn’t. The siding was empty. The tower’s windows were dark.

The tick changed.

I heard it before anything else happened. The tick went sharp and high, and then there wasn’t a tick, there was a scream, a short hard shriek from the front of the engine, a belt going slack and slapping, and then a bang that I felt through the steering wheel.

The alternator light came on. The temp needle jumped.

The bracket had sheared.



I’d been wrong. I knew it the second I heard the bang. I’d bet the bracket against forty minutes of flat river road, and the river had taken the flat road away and handed me a ridge, and every switchback up that ridge had pulled on a cracked casting I’d heard crack. I should have changed it at the camp. I’d had the time.

I got Marge stopped on the shoulder with the engine still running, just past the stone arch under the rail bridge, with the river close on the left behind a strip of willows and the rail fill rising up on the right. I shut her off. She’d overheat in four minutes without the water pump.

I looked at my watch. 5:56.

Dusk was 6:15.

“Lew,” Kirsten said.

“I know.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know yet.” I was out of the seat and down the steps. “Noreen. Dee. Watch the willows.”

I tipped the hood. The alternator was hanging down off the front of the engine on its wires and one bolt, swung down below where it should be, and the belt had come off and was lying in a loop on the crossmember. The bracket was in two pieces. The pivot arm had snapped right where I’d felt the crack, at the thinnest part of the cast, and the alternator had dropped and swung, and it had jammed. Down and in, against the front axle’s tie rod, wedged between the rod and the frame rail.

I couldn’t get at it from above. It was below the engine, down by the axle. I’d have to go under.

And Marge sat low. She was heavy with twelve steel frames, and the front springs were down, and the ground under the shoulder was soft, and there wasn’t enough room under the crossmember for a man my size to get a wrench on anything.

“I need to jack the front,” I said.

“How long?” Kirsten said again.

“Fifteen minutes. If it goes right.”

She looked at the sky. At the far bank, across the river, which was going blue at the edges. At me.

“It’ll go right,” she said, like an order, and turned around and went to stand at the front of the bus with her shotgun facing the willows.



I got the bottle jack out of the side compartment. A twelve-ton hydraulic jack, cast iron, as heavy as a bunk frame. The ground was soft. I needed a base under it or it would sink. There was a board in the compartment, a two-foot square of three-quarter plywood I kept for exactly this, and I set it under the front axle on the left side, and set the jack on the board, and pumped.

The front end came up. Slowly. An inch. Two. Three. The left front tire came off the ground. I wanted four inches, enough to get my shoulders under the crossmember, and I got them.

Then I lay down on my back on the wet gravel with my ratchet and slid under the front of the bus.

It was dark under there. I had my flashlight in my teeth. The alternator hung above my face, jammed between the tie rod and the frame. I could see the broken bracket, the cast arm snapped clean across. I’d have to get the alternator free first, and lift it up out of the way, and then deal with the bracket. I didn’t have a new bracket with me. It was in the depot on a dead bus. I’d have to rig something.

I put the ratchet on the alternator’s last bolt and started backing it off.

Out past the front of the bus I could hear the river, close, through the willows. Fast and high from the rain. It sounded like a highway.

5:59.



The gar came out of the river at 6:01.

I heard it before anyone saw it. I was on my back under the axle with the ratchet on the bolt, and through the ground, through the gravel under my shoulders, I felt something heavy hit the riverbank. A wet slap. A thrash. Then a dragging, a rasp, like a body hauling itself over rock.

“Kirsten,” I said, around the flashlight.

“I see it.”

I couldn’t see anything. I could see the alternator and the underside of the engine and, past the front wheel, a strip of gravel and willow.

“It’s early,” Noreen said, very calm. “Fourteen minutes early.”

“Shoot it,” Dee said.

“It’s armored, Dee.”

“Shoot it anyway.”

The shotgun went off. Then again. I heard the shot hit something that rang like a church bell, and then a thrashing, louder, and a sound I’d heard once from the wall: a hiss, long, like a steam line breaking, coming out of something with lungs bigger than mine.

Then it hit the bus.



It came up the bank and across the shoulder and hit Marge in the side, on the left, just behind the front wheel. I felt it in my whole body. The bus rocked on her springs, twelve tons of school bus and steel bunk frames rocking sideways a foot, and the front end swung, and the jack under the axle went sideways on its plywood board.

It slipped.

I heard it go. A scrape of cast iron on wood. A crack. The jack kicked out from under the axle and the front end came down.

It came down on me.

The left front tire hit the ground first and took most of it. But the axle came down, and the tie rod came down, and the alternator that was jammed against the tie rod came down onto my chest, and the crossmember came down until it was resting on my hips, and I was pinned. Flat on my back on the gravel with the alternator on my chest and the crossmember across my pelvis and my arms free, and the ratchet still in my hand, and I couldn’t move anything below my ribs.

It didn’t hurt, yet. It was just heavy. Like being sat on by something enormous that hadn’t decided what to do.

And the gar’s head came down to the wheel well.



From under a bus, a gar is all head.

It came down out of the grey light at the edge of the front wheel, sideways, to look under the bus. A long narrow head like an alligator’s but harder, all bone and plate, covered in armor scales each the size of my palm, olive and black and shining wet. A jaw that ran half the length of the head, full of teeth, and none of them big. Needles. Hundreds of them, thin and close-set and backward-curving, in rows. Its eye was a flat round black disk the size of a saucer with a ring of gold around it. It looked at me.

It opened its mouth.

The smell came out first. River bottom and rot. Then the hiss, that long steam-line hiss, right in my face, and I could feel the air of it, hot and wet.

It pushed its head into the wheel well. Toward me. The armor scales scraped on the tire. It got its snout under the edge of the frame and pushed, and the bus rocked, and the weight on my chest shifted.

Somebody was screaming. Kirsten. Shouting my name. The shotgun went off again and again and I heard the shot hit the gar’s armor and ring and do nothing.

The jaw came in under the bus. A foot from my face.

I put the ratchet in its mouth.

I didn’t think about why. It was what I had. I jammed my 3/8 ratchet sideways between its jaws, the handle against one side and the head against the other, and it bit down, and the ratchet held for half a second before the steel handle bent in its teeth like a straw.

I was going to die under my bus.

I thought about it very clearly. My life never came into it. I thought about the bracket. I thought, I should have changed it at the camp. I heard it. I knew. I should have changed it.

The rifle shot came from across the river.



It was a crack, hard and dry, far off, from somewhere out over the water, and an instant later the gar’s head jerked.

Something hit it behind the eye. At the edge of the armor, where the big plates over its skull met the smaller plates along its jaw. There was a seam there. A gap in the armor no wider than my finger, behind and below the eye, where the gill plate hinged. I hadn’t seen it. I hadn’t had time to see it.

The shot hit it there. Right in the seam.

The gar’s head opened along that seam like a walnut under a hammer. The seam split and something came out of it, dark, and the jaw went slack, and my ruined ratchet fell out of its mouth onto my chest.

It didn’t die. It hissed, a different hiss, wet and choking, and pulled its head back out of the wheel well.

The second shot came.

Crack. Same place. The same seam, behind the same eye, on the same side, maybe an inch from the first.

The gar went still. Then it slid. I heard it go. A long heavy scrape of armor on gravel and a slap on the bank and a splash, and then the river, fast and loud, and nothing else.



I lay there.

I could hear my own heart. I could hear Kirsten on her knees beside the front wheel, saying my name over and over, and Noreen saying, “Get the jack, get the jack,” and Dee swearing.

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m okay. Get the jack under it.”

They got the jack. Noreen did it, lying on her stomach in the gravel, wedging it back under the axle on a new block, one of the bunk frame’s corner pins jammed under the plywood. She pumped. The front end came up. The weight came off my chest and my hips, slow, and I breathed all the way in, and it hurt, and I didn’t care.

Kirsten got me by the collar and dragged me out.

I lay on the gravel beside the bus. The sky over me was going from grey to blue-grey. Kirsten was kneeling over me with her hands on my chest, feeling it, the way I’d feel a casting for a crack. Her face was white.

“Anything broken?” she said.

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“I’d hear it,” I said, and she made a sound that was a laugh and something else, and put her forehead down on my chest for one second, and lifted it again.

“Who the hell,” Dee said, “was that?”



I sat up and looked across the river.

The Ohio was a quarter mile wide here. Brown and fast. On the far side, the rail bridge came down off its last pier onto the far bank, and the tracks ran out onto the siding.

There was a train on the siding.

There hadn’t been ten minutes ago. I’d looked. It must have come in along the far-bank line while I was under the bus, and I’d been listening to a gar and a jack and hadn’t heard it. A locomotive and six cars. The locomotive was an old freight diesel, a big six-axle road unit, and somebody had welded steel plate over its whole front, over the cab windows, everything, so it looked like a fist. There was a symbol painted on the plate. Black gear on red. The same one I’d seen on the trader’s coat at Lock Nine’s inner gate. The cars behind it were boxcars and a flatcar and a tanker, all with plate welded on them. Gun slits.

And above the train, at the top of the signal tower, in the window that faced the river, a woman stood with a rifle.

She was lowering it.

I saw that much from the gravel. A small dark shape in the window, very still, and the long line of the rifle coming down from her shoulder.

“Glovebox,” I said. “Binoculars.”

Kirsten went up the steps and came back with them. A pair of old Bushnells I’d found in a dead bus driver’s locker in the second week. I put them up.



She was small.

That was the first thing. Small and compact, in a grey jacket, heavy, the kind with padding in the shoulders that a shooter wears. Black pants. Gloves with no fingers. She stood in the tower window with the rifle held across her body now, a long bolt-action rifle with a scope as long as my forearm, and she was so still, still as a fence post, as something put there to stay.

Her hair was black. Sleek and short and cut straight across at the jaw, a blunt bob so precise it looked like it had been cut with a straightedge. Her face was pale. In the binoculars at a quarter mile I couldn’t see much more than that. Pale, and still, and turned toward me.

She lifted the rifle again.

She put the scope to her eye and looked through it, at me, with her finger nowhere near the trigger guard. I could see the lens of it catch the last of the light, a little spark of grey. She held it there.

One beat. Two.

I lowered the binoculars and looked at her across the river with my own eyes. A tiny figure in a lit window, a quarter mile off, with a scope to her face. Looking at me.

Then she lowered the rifle, turned, and was gone from the window.

A minute later I saw her come down the tower’s outside stair, small and quick, and cross the siding to the train, and climb up onto the plated locomotive and disappear into a hatch in the steel. The locomotive’s horn sounded once, low and short. And the train began to move, slow, back along the siding toward the far-bank line, and was gone around the bluff in two minutes.

“She saved your life,” Kirsten said.

“She did.”

“An Ironworks shooter. On the Ironworks train.” Kirsten was standing beside me looking at where the train had gone. Her voice was strange. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“She hit it twice in the same place,” Noreen said. She’d come around the front of the bus with her lance. “From a quarter mile. In the dusk. In the seam behind its eye.” She shook her head slowly. “I’ve never seen anybody shoot like that. I didn’t know anybody could.”



6:04. Eleven minutes.

I didn’t have time to think about her.

I went back under the bus. The jack held. I got the alternator free with my hands, because my ratchet was lying in the gravel bent in a U with tooth marks on it. I used the spare wrenches out of the side compartment, a set of combination wrenches somebody had left in the bus in 1998, and I got the last bolt out and swung the alternator up into place by hand where the bracket should have held it.

There was no bracket. The bracket was in two pieces.

I had a ratchet strap. One of the yellow ones holding the bunk frames down in the aisle. And I had a tire iron, the long lug wrench out of the side compartment, an L-shaped bar of steel two feet long.

I bent the tire iron.

I put the short end of it in the bus’s front bumper bracket and leaned on the long end with all my weight until it bent another ten degrees, so the angle was right. Then I laid the tire iron along the engine block where the bracket had been, with the bent end hooked behind the engine mount bolt, and the long end out against the back of the alternator. And I took the ratchet strap and wrapped it around the alternator and the tire iron and the engine mount, three times, and cranked the ratchet on the strap until the alternator was pulled tight against the bent tire iron and couldn’t move.

Then I put the belt back on, and pried the alternator out against the strap with the pry bar to tension it, and cranked the strap another two clicks.

It was the ugliest thing I’d ever done to an engine. Uglier than the conveyor belt.

“Will it hold?” Kirsten said.

“It’ll hold to Lock Nine.”

“Will it?”

“It has to,” I said, and let the jack down.



6:09. I started her. The belt turned. The alternator light went out. The temp needle, which had been climbing, sat where it was, and then came back down. The ratchet strap creaked when the belt pulled on it. It held.

“Everybody on,” I said. “Now.”

We drove home with six minutes of daylight and three miles of road.

I didn’t take my foot off the floor once. The bunk frames screamed in their straps behind me. Marge’s speedometer needle sat on seventy and shook, and the steering went light and wandering the way a heavy bus does at speed, and I drove her with my fingertips. I listened to the strap the whole way. Creak. Creak. Holding.

The sun went off the far bank as we came around the last bend below Lock Nine, and I could see the main gate a mile ahead with Grogan’s crew on it, in the last grey light, starting to swing the leaves.

Kirsten stood up in the stairwell and opened the door and hung out of it into the wind, one hand on the grab rail.

“Rudy!” she shouted. Her ballfield voice, across a mile of river road. I didn’t know a person could make a sound carry like that. “Rudy, don’t you fucking dare!”

They didn’t close it.

I don’t know if they heard her. I don’t know if Rudy decided, on that particular night, that the rule could wait three minutes, or if he just wanted to see what would happen. But the leaves stopped. And Marge came up the road at seventy with her horn blatting and went through the gate with about a foot to spare on each side, and I put the brakes on hard inside, and she stopped, and behind us the gate crew swung the leaves shut and dropped the chain.

My watch said 6:12.



I sat there in the seat with my hands on the wheel. They were shaking on it. I didn’t try to stop them.

Kirsten sat down in the front seat across from me and laid the shotgun across her knees and unloaded it, shell by shell, into her palm.

“Three minutes,” she said finally. “Your watch says six-twelve. Dusk is six-fifteen. Shay would say we were eight minutes late, because of the ridge.”

“Shay’s not here.”

“No,” Kirsten said. “I’d have taken that bracket off at the camp. You heard it.”

“I heard it.” I took my hands off the wheel. “I thought it had an hour. I was wrong.”

She closed her hand on the shells.

“Okay,” she said. That was all.



We put the bunks in that night.

We did it in the bay with the droplight and the two work lights and the stove going, the whole crew, and Jodie, who’d slept most of the day on two cots I’d pushed together by the hot plate in the bay, with Kayleigh sitting with her. Kirsten had traded her crew’s wall night with section two’s, so that section two took tonight and her crew took theirs, which would put her crew back on the wall some night Rudy’s rota would have given them off. Nobody argued. The whole wall had heard by now about the culvert.

I pulled the rest of the seats. All but the first two rows on the right side, across from the stove, and the rear bench. Thirteen seats came out, and Dee and Noreen carried them out to the lot and stacked them by the fire truck. That left a long empty aisle of floor, steel, with the old seat-track rails running along both walls.

The bunk frames went along the walls. Lengthwise, end to end, three on each side, from the stove partition back to the rear bench, with the second frame of each pair set on top of the first on its corner posts and pinned the way they’d been at the camp. Six bunks a side. Twelve bunks. I bolted the bottom frames to the seat-track rails with grade-eight bolts through the angle steel, four bolts a frame, so they’d stay put if Marge rolled over, and I didn’t let myself think about Marge rolling over.

Gretchen came by at nine.

She stood at the bottom of the steps with her arms folded under her chest and looked down the aisle at the bunks. She counted them.

“Your third frame on the left is a half-inch out,” she said.

“It’s the floor.”

“I know it’s the floor. Shim it.” She took the pencil from behind her ear and looked at it and put it back. “It’s good work, mechanic.”

Then she left.

I shimmed it.



[Upgrade: bunks.]

[Rest Stop unlocked.]

[Rest Stop: inside Marge’s field, guests sleep deeper.]

[Mechanic: Level 5.]

I read it standing in the aisle at ten o’clock at night with a 9/16 wrench in my hand. I read it twice. Rest Stop. Guests sleep deeper. Nothing in it about climbing. The System had looked at what I’d done and decided something about it, the way it decided everything, without asking.

It meant every woman who slept in Marge as a guest would sleep better than she would anywhere else in Lock Nine. Better than in the powerhouse. Better than in the inner blocks behind Gretchen’s wall. Krall’s paying families in their D-grade rooms would sleep worse than a wall woman on a camp mattress in a school bus in the depot.

I thought about that for a while.



Eight of them slept in Marge that night.

Kirsten’s crew, the four of them, and Jodie. And three women from section four who’d heard about the culvert and come down from the sheds at nine and stood in the bay door the way the crew had stood there two nights ago, not saying what they’d come for. A big woman with a shaved head, the one I’d seen sleeping sitting up against a shed wall with her knees drawn up. Two sisters from the river town below the lock, both [Lancers], who didn’t talk much and never stood more than a few feet from each other.

Eight women in twelve bunks. Three empty, and mine.

I’d taken the last bunk on the right, the bottom one at the back, next to the rear bench. Kirsten had taken the bottom bunk across the aisle from it. I didn’t ask her why. Neither of us said anything about it.

I put Marge in ANCHOR at a quarter past ten. The amber came up on the glass. The three notes came up through the floor, and I felt them through the new bunk frames too, in the angle steel, a faint hum. Eight women lay down in the bunks in the stove light, in their clothes, with their boots on the floor by the bunks in a row, and Kayleigh’s gloves on her chest, and Jodie’s wire under her head.

They went under fast. All of them. Faster than in the seats two nights ago. I listened to it happen down the length of the bus. Eight sets of breathing going long and slow and deep, one after another, like lamps being turned down along a street, until the whole bus was breathing together.

Outside, at the depot fence, a flashlight came on.

It swept across Marge’s windows. Slowly. Window by window, down the length of her.

The beam stopped on every bunk. It went on to the next one.

When it reached the back of the bus, it went out. I didn’t get up.



I lay in my bunk in the dark with the stove light coming orange down the aisle and the amber on the glass above me, and I couldn’t sleep.

I kept feeling the alternator on my chest. The crossmember on my hips. The gar’s breath. My ratchet in its teeth, bending.

A hand came across the aisle.

It found mine where it hung off the edge of the bunk, in the dark. Fingers sliding between my fingers. Lacing through. Holding on. Warm and strong, with calluses at the base of every finger from the shotgun’s pump.

I turned my head. Kirsten was lying on her side in the bunk across the aisle, three feet away, facing me, with her arm stretched out across the gap. Her eyes were open. The stove light was on one side of her face.

“I saw you under that axle,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“I saw its head go under the bus. I saw it go in at you. I couldn’t get a shot.” Her fingers tightened. “I was shooting it and it didn’t care.”

I closed my fingers on hers.

“I want you in one piece,” she whispered. “Tonight. I want you in one piece. You hear me?”

“I’m in one piece.”

“You don’t get to go under a bus and make me watch,” she whispered. “You don’t get to do that to me again, Lew. You don’t get to.”

From the bunk above her, Dee snored. A single enormous snore, like a chainsaw starting, so loud it rattled the bunk frame, and then a smacking sound, and silence.

Kirsten shut her eyes.

Her shoulders shook. She was laughing. Silently, with her face pressed into the camp mattress and her hand still laced through mine across the aisle. She laughed until she had to wipe her eyes on the blanket.

She didn’t let go of my hand. She fell asleep like that, holding it. And after a while, with her fingers in mine across the dark, so did I.


Chapter 9: The Bridge

Noreen backed Marge into the fuel island at four miles an hour.

It wasn’t a hard hit. The rear bumper found the concrete curb around the island’s base and stopped against it with a thump that went through the whole bus, and every bunk frame in the aisle rang like a dinner bell, and Noreen took her foot off the brake and put it back on and sat very still with both hands on the wheel.

“That,” she said, “was the curb.”

“That was the curb,” I said.

“I couldn’t see the curb.”

“You can’t see the curb from up here. That’s why you don’t look for it.” I was standing beside the driver’s seat in the stairwell with one hand on the grab rail. “Where were you looking?”

“Over my shoulder.”

“Don’t look over your shoulder. Look in the mirrors. Both of them. The left one tells you where your back wheels are. The right one tells you where your back end is. Your head tells you nothing, because your head’s thirty feet from the back of the bus.”

She looked at the left mirror, the big flat one on its arm outside the window. Then the right one.

“Okay,” she said, and pulled forward, and did it again.



It was a quarter past six in the morning, Day 48, and the sun wasn’t up yet. Grey light in the yard. Frost on the dead buses’ windshields for the first time, white and feathered. My breath showing.

I’d decided on the lesson in the night, lying in my bunk with Kirsten’s hand laced through mine across the aisle and the gar’s breath still in my face. Yesterday I’d been under the bus, pinned, and the only person in the whole crew who knew how to get Marge running again was the one with an alternator on his chest. If that gar had kept going, or the jack had come down another three inches, they’d have been four women standing next to a dead bus on the river road at dusk with nobody who could drive her.

That wasn’t going to happen again.

So at five-thirty I’d lit the stove and put on the coffee and woken the four of them, and they’d sworn at me, all four, in four different ways, and come out into the cold.



We’d started with the engine. The hood tipped forward and the four of them standing around the front of the bus with mugs while I showed them.

“Belts,” I said. I put my hand on the new alternator bracket I’d pulled off one of the dead buses the night before and bolted on at five, before I lit the stove, the strap and the tire iron gone. “Two of them. Fan belt and alternator. If one goes, you’ll hear it. A squeal, then a slap, then nothing. Nothing is the bad part. Nothing means the water pump’s stopped and she’s going to cook. You’ve got about four minutes.” I showed them the spares, coiled in the side compartment. “Loosen this bolt. Swing it in. Belt on. Swing it out with the pry bar till you can only twist the belt a quarter turn. Tighten the bolt.”

“What if the bracket breaks?” Kayleigh said.

“Then you do what I did yesterday.” I showed them the strap trick. The tire iron. The engine mount. Three wraps, crank it tight. “It’s ugly. It’ll get you home.”

“Hoses,” I said. I showed them where the hoses were and what a split one looked like and how to cut it back and re-clamp it, the way I’d done the heater hose at the co-op. I put a roll of self-fusing tape and four hose clamps in a coffee can in the side compartment and showed them where.

Then I showed them the fuel.

“If she’s hit,” I said, “and she’s leaking diesel, and something’s burning, you do it in this order. Key off first. Always first. That kills the engine and the fuel pump with it.” I took them around to the left side of the bus and lay down on the gravel and pointed up under the frame rail at the fuel tank, a big steel box hung under the floor on straps. “Then the valve. Right there. Where the line comes off the tank. It’s a quarter turn. Handle in line with the pipe, it’s open. Handle across the pipe, it’s closed. That’s your fuel. Then the extinguisher, it’s under the driver’s seat.”

“Key, valve, extinguisher,” Noreen said.

“Kill to the fuel. In that order. Every time.”

Dee was lying on the gravel beside me looking up at the valve. “Anybody could crawl under there and shut her off.”

I looked at the valve. A quarter-turn handle, painted red, in plain sight under the frame rail of a bus that sat in an open bay at the edge of a safe zone where somebody had already cut my fence.

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Anybody could.”



Then the driving.

Noreen took to it the way some people take to water. She’d driven a mail truck for nineteen years on gravel back roads and she understood a long vehicle in her bones, the way the back end follows the front and cuts the corner and how much room you need. She’d just never driven anything forty feet long. Once I told her about the mirrors, she stopped looking over her shoulder and never did it again.

“Never stop on a slope,” I told her. “Not ever. Not if you can help it. If you stop on a slope with a load and something hits you, you’ll roll, and a rolling bus is a bus you don’t drive anymore. Stop flat or stop facing downhill with the brake set.”

“Flat or downhill.”

“Back over things. If something’s on you, a mudback, a husk, anything, and you’ve got room, back over it. The back wheels are duals. Four tires and twelve tons on them. Nothing gets up from under the back wheels of a school bus.”

“Back over things,” Noreen said, and wrote it on the back of her hand with a pen.

On her fourth try she backed Marge across the whole length of the yard, around the fuel island and between two dead buses, with eighteen inches on each side, using only the mirrors, at walking speed, and stopped her square in the bay door.

“Well, shit,” Dee said.

“She’s a natural,” I said.

“I’m aware,” Noreen said, and set the brake.



Kirsten was terrible.

I didn’t mean it unkindly. She was the best fighter on the wall, and she could put a shotgun round into a mudback’s claw joint at four feet in the dark, and she’d caught for four years in college and could throw a runner out at second from her knees. She could not drive a school bus.

She put Marge in drive instead of reverse and went forward into the dead bus she was trying to back away from, and stopped six inches short of it with both feet on the brake and her braid swinging. She over-steered every turn and took the back end across the gravel in a long scraping arc that made Dee hide her face. She looked over her shoulder every single time I told her not to.

On her third try, she tried to back up using only the mirrors, and turned the wheel the wrong way, and the bus went the wrong way, and she turned it more the wrong way to fix it, and Marge ended up crossways in the yard with her nose against the depot fence and her back end against the fuel island and nowhere to go at all.

Kirsten sat in the driver’s seat with both hands on the wheel and looked out the windshield at the chain-link three feet in front of the bumper.

Then she started laughing.

She laughed so hard she had to put her forehead on the wheel. The horn went off. She jumped and laughed harder. She sat there in the seat in the grey dawn laughing with her face on the wheel and her shoulders shaking, and Kayleigh started laughing too, and Dee, and even Noreen, who didn’t laugh at things she found funny, made a sound through her nose.

“Okay,” Kirsten said finally, wiping her eyes. “Okay. Noreen drives.”

“Noreen drives,” I said.

“I’ll stick to the shotgun.”

“You’re good with the shotgun.”

“I’m great with the shotgun,” she said, and got out of the seat, still laughing, and I backed Marge out of her corner.



I took Dale his pump at seven.

The number four barrel and plunger and the delivery valve, rebuilt, cleaned, with new seals off one of the kits he’d given me. I’d finished it the night of the stove, with Kirsten asleep on my chest, before I dropped off myself, by the LED light on the rear bench. I’d lain there with her asleep on me and her hair across my face and lapped the delivery valve seat with a lapping stick one-handed, because I couldn’t move and needed something to do with the hand that wasn’t on her back.

Dale put it in himself. He wouldn’t let me. He stood over the open pump on his old Detroit in its cage behind the control house and fitted the barrel into its bore and torqued it, and bled it, and fired the generator.

It caught. It ran. I stood beside him and listened to number four come in on time, every time, right on the beat, the skip gone like it had never been there.

Dale listened to it with his thermos in his hand for a full minute. Then he unscrewed the cap and poured me a cup without asking, which was Dale’s whole review.

After that he went into the control house and came back with something in his hand and held it out. A 3/8 ratchet. Old, a Snap-on, the chrome worn off the handle down to the steel where a hand had held it for a long time, and the head polished smooth.

“Heard about yours,” he said.

“Dale.”

“It was my brother’s. He worked the towboats.” He pushed it at me. “Take it. I’ve got two.”

I took it. It fit my hand. It was heavier than mine had been, and the ratchet clicked when I turned it, a fine smooth click, like a good watch.

I put it in my back pocket. My old one, the one the gar had bitten into a U, was on Marge’s dash next to the core housing. I didn’t know what I was going to do with it. I wasn’t going to throw it away.

“You want a core,” Dale said.



I hadn’t told him. I looked at him.

“You’ve been looking at that little one on your dash like it owes you money,” he said. “Since the stove. I watched you yesterday morning.” He sat down on the step of the control house. “You know what the fine print says about shelter grades?”

“No.”

“The heart and the shell. That’s what it says. The grade’s what the heart can carry and what the shell can hold.” He drank his coffee. “Your shell’s a school bus. Your heart’s the size of my fist.”

“I need a bigger heart.”

“You need a bigger core.” He pointed upriver with his thermos. “There’s a bull mudback been holing up under the interstate bridge since the Tide took it. The lumber crew saw the drag marks on Day 12, Day 13, big as a box truck’s tracks. Runners say they’re still fresh. One came through yesterday and said so. It goes out at dusk and comes back at dawn and sleeps under the third pier on the Ohio side, in the shallows.”

“A bull.”

“Big one. Biggest I’ve seen. You’d need the whole crew.”

“I’ve got the whole crew.”

“You’ve got four women and a school bus,” Dale said. “And a lance.”

“And a bus,” I said.



The interstate bridge crossed the Ohio nine miles upriver from Lock Nine. We’d driven under it the night of the flatbed, in the dark, going west, and back under it at dawn with my eyes on the temperature gauge, and I hadn’t really looked at it.

I saw it now.

Four lanes of concrete deck on steel girders, high over the river on six tall concrete piers, a mile long from bank to bank. Before the Turn it had carried the interstate across into the next state. Now it carried nothing. Halfway across, the deck between the fourth and fifth piers had dropped into the river and was lying there in a tangle of girders and broken concrete with the water piling up white against it. Something had done that. On the Ohio side, the near side, the approach had collapsed too: the last span before the first pier, where the highway came out over the bank on its way up to the bridge proper, had come down at one end.

I stopped Marge on the river road under it and got out.

Up close it was enormous. The piers went up out of the water like grey cliffs, ninety feet, and the deck was a roof of concrete and steel so high over us it made its own weather, a cold wet shadow on the river road. Pigeons in the girders. Water dripping. Rust running down the piers in long orange stains from the bearings at the top.

The collapsed approach span was right in front of me.

It was a slab. A single slab of highway deck, thirty feet long and two lanes wide, asphalt on ten inches of reinforced concrete, and its far end had come off the first pier and dropped down onto the riverbank. Its near end was still up, resting on the abutment where the highway came off the hill. So it lay at a long steep angle, like a ramp, from the top of the abutment down to the mud at the river’s edge. Its guardrails still on it. A yellow sign still bolted to the rail: BRIDGE ICES BEFORE ROAD.

Under its low end, in the mud, I could see the drag marks.

Huge. Two deep grooves a dozen feet apart where the legs had hauled, and the mud between them scraped smooth by the belly. They came up out of the shallows, went under the low end of the slab, and came out the far side, and went along the bank to the third pier. And there, at the base of the pier, in the shallows, the water was black and still in the pier’s shadow.



“Okay,” I said.

The crew had come out of the bus behind me. Kirsten with the shotgun. Noreen and Dee with lances. Kayleigh with her flare-pots, and her new gloves.

“Okay what?” Kirsten said.

“Give me a minute.”

I went to the slab first.

I walked up its low end, up the steep asphalt ramp of it, with my hand on the guardrail. The guardrail was steel, W-beam, bolted to the concrete with big posts every six feet, and it told me what the slab was doing. I walked slowly. I stopped every few yards. I put my palm flat on the rail and held still.

The slab was moving.

It moved too little to see. But it was thirty feet of concrete lying on an angle with its top end hung on the lip of the abutment, and gravity was pulling it down the slope toward the river, a little bit, all the time. And something was holding it. I could feel what. Up at the top, where the slab met the abutment, the steel rebar that had tied the deck to the abutment’s bearing seat was still there, a dozen bars, bent over the edge of the concrete like fingers holding on to a ledge. Most of them had snapped. I could feel the slab hang on the ones that hadn’t. Three bars, maybe four.

And it was cracked.

There was a crack running across the slab, the whole two-lane width of it, about two-thirds of the way up from the river. You could see it if you looked: a dark line in the asphalt, a quarter inch wide. At the crack the guardrail told me the rest. Under load. The slab was trying to bend there, the bottom two-thirds of it hanging off the top third, and the crack was where it was going to break if anything else pulled on it.

The crack wasn’t singing yet. But I could feel it working. Every time the wind gusted under the bridge deck, it opened a hair and closed.



Then I went to the pier.

I walked along the bank under the bridge to the third pier, slow, with Kirsten behind me with her shotgun up, and we stopped thirty feet from the black water at its base. I didn’t go any closer. I could hear it from there.

Breathing. Under the water, in the dark at the base of the pier, something enormous breathing. Slow. A long wet pull and a long wet push, every half-minute or so, like a bellows in a forge that was banked for the night. The water in the pier’s shadow bulged a little with each push.

I crouched and put my hand on the ground.

The mud was cold and wet and it carried the breathing up into my palm. And it carried something else. The pier. Ninety feet of concrete standing in the river on a footing in the riverbed, and I could feel it through the mud the way you feel a big truck idling through the floor of a garage. It was standing. But at the waterline, on the side toward us, where the river had been beating on it for sixty years and the Tide had been beating on it for forty-eight days, it was cracked. I could feel the crack the way I’d felt the wall’s anchors. A long dull ache in it. A place where it had been hit too many times and hadn’t come back.

Something had been ramming that pier. The bull, going in and out every dawn and dusk, scraping its shell along it. Or something bigger.

“That pier will hold one more load,” I said. “And not two.”

Kirsten looked at the pier. Ninety feet of concrete, and the deck high above it, and the long span going out over the water to the fourth pier.

“What does that mean?”

“It means if that thing hits it twice, it’s coming down. And the span on top of it.”

“On us.”

“On whoever’s under it.”

“Then we don’t fight it here,” she said.

“No,” I said. “We fight it on the slab.”



I told them the plan standing by the bus, in the cold shadow of the bridge, at a quarter past ten. I drew it in the mud with a stick.

“The slab’s hanging on three rebar at the top,” I said. “And it’s cracked two-thirds of the way up. If those three bars let go, the slab slides down the bank into the river and the bottom two-thirds of it breaks off at the crack and falls. Forty tons of concrete, about ten feet straight down, onto whatever’s under it.”

“Whatever’s under it,” Dee said.

“The bull goes under the low end of the slab every time it comes out of the water. There’s its tracks. Under the slab and out the other side.” I drew the tracks. “So we wake it up. We get it to come out of the water at us. It comes out the way it always comes out, along the bank, under the slab. When it’s under the slab, we drop it.”

“How do we drop it?”

“Cables.” I’d already been through the side compartment in my head, and through Dale’s lock shed, where he’d let me take what I wanted. “Two wire ropes from Dale’s, half-inch. I put them on the slab up top, around the rebar that’s still holding, and I run them back up the hill to two guardrail posts on the highway. Dee and Noreen are on those. When I say pull, you pull. You break the rebar.”

“Can we break rebar?” Dee said.

“It’s already almost broken. Most of it’s gone. The three that are left are bent over a concrete edge and they’re tired.” I drew a third line. “And I’m on the last one. There’s one bar at the top that’s still holding more than the others. I’m going to put the come-along on the slab itself, the big one, chained to the abutment, and take the hang off the rebar. The low end’s sitting in the mud, that carries most of it. What the bars are fighting is the pull down the bank. The come-along takes that pull, and then the rebar’s not holding anything much. When you pull your cables and break the bars, the slab’s hanging on my come-along alone. When I let the come-along go, it drops.”

“And if it drops early?” Noreen said.

“It won’t drop early. The come-along won’t let it.”

“And if the come-along goes?”

“Then it drops early,” I said. “And we hope the bull’s under it.”



“Kirsten,” I said.

She’d been listening with her arms folded and her shotgun on its sling and her face completely still.

“I need it to come out of the water at something,” I said. “Something it wants. Something that’ll make it go under the slab and stop there. If it goes through and keeps going, we miss.”

“You need bait.”

“I need it to hit something and stop. Under the slab. For about three seconds.”

She looked at the slab. At the low end of it in the mud, the tracks going under. At the space under it, a ten-foot gap between the bank and the slab’s belly.

“My shield,” she said.

“Your shield.”

“You want me to stand on the far side of the slab and put my shield up and let it hit me.”

“I want you to stand on the bank past the slab, out of the drop. You put your shield across the gap where it comes out. It hits the shield, it stops. It’s under the slab. We drop it.”

“And my shield’s late,” she said. “Half the time it’s late. You know it’s late. You know better than anybody.”

“I know.”

“So if it comes at me and my shield’s late, it’s not going to stop under the slab. It’s going to go through the place where my shield isn’t yet, and through me.”

“I know.”

“Do you.”

“I know,” I said again. Quieter. “Kayleigh’s going to be on the bank above you with flares. If it’s coming and your shield’s not there, she lights it up, and it stops for the flare. That’s your three seconds.”

Kayleigh, standing behind Kirsten, said, “Do flares work on mudbacks?”

“Do they?”

“I don’t know. They work on husks.”

“Nobody’s tried,” I said. “The husks at the co-op didn’t like them, and a mudback’s got eyes too. It only has to flinch. That’s enough.”

Kirsten looked at the slab again, and at the black water under the pier, and cracked her neck.

“Okay,” she said. “My call. I’ll do it.”



It took an hour to rig. I went up the slab with the cables and put them on the rebar at the top, two loops of half-inch wire rope choked around the bent bars, and ran them back up the slope of the old highway to two guardrail posts. Dee and Noreen sat on the guardrail with the cable ends wrapped around their gloves.

The come-along was harder. It was Dale’s, a big cable hoist rated for four tons, the kind tow truck drivers use, and I chained one end of it to a guardrail post on the abutment itself and hooked the other end to a loop of chain I’d wrapped through a hole in the slab where a drain grate had been. Then I cranked it. Click by click. Taking up the slack. Then taking up the hang. The low end stayed bedded in the mud where it lay, carrying the slab’s dead weight the way it had since the span came down; what came onto the cable was the pull, the slow slide down the bank the bars had been fighting alone. The chain went tight and creaked and the come-along’s handle got heavy, and up at the top I felt the bent rebar ease, the tension coming off it as the come-along took it.

I sat on the abutment with my hand on the come-along’s release lever and my other hand flat on the slab’s top edge, on the concrete, feeling it.

It was eleven-thirty.

“Okay,” I said. “Kayleigh.”



Kayleigh woke it with a flare.

She stood on the bank above the third pier, well back, and she lit a pot and threw it underhand out over the black water at the pier’s base, and it landed in the water and sank and kept burning. Orange light came up through the river from underneath, thick and strange, like light through a jar of cider.

The water at the pier bulged.

Then it boiled.

The bull came up out of the river the way a hill would come up out of the river if a hill could move. Its back broke the water first, a dome of mud-brown shell ridged like the bark of an old oak, wider than a car, and the water poured off it, and then more of it, and more. Six legs, each as thick as a man. Claws the size of tractor buckets, serrated, opening and closing. Its eyestalks swiveled. It was the size of a box truck. It was bigger than a box truck. It was the biggest living thing I’d ever seen, and it was angry.

It came out of the water fast.

Too fast. Mudbacks are slow by day. This one wasn’t. It came out of the shallows at the base of the pier at a speed I’d never seen one move, its legs hauling and its claws up, and it didn’t come along the bank toward the slab the way its tracks went. It came straight up the bank. At Kayleigh.

“Kay!” Kirsten shouted. “Down the bank! To me!”

Kayleigh ran.



She ran down the bank toward the slab and the bull came after her, angling, and now it was coming the right way, along the bank toward the low end of the slab. But it was coming too fast. It was going to reach the slab before Kayleigh got past it.

Kirsten stepped out onto the bank past the slab’s low end, between the slab and the open river flat beyond, and put her arm up.

The shield came up.

It came up late. I felt it from the abutment through the concrete, the push of it, half a beat after she braced. But it came up. Gold and ribbed and twelve feet wide, across the gap between the slab and the water. Kayleigh went past it on the bank side and kept running.

The bull came under the slab.

I had my hand on the release lever. I felt it come under. Its shell scraped the slab’s belly, and the whole slab shuddered on the come-along, and the come-along’s chain went from tight to screaming.

It was supposed to hit the shield and stop. Three seconds. Under the slab. That was the plan.

It hit the shield.

The shield went out.



It went out like a light switch. Kirsten had her arm up and her boots planted and the bull hit the gold pane at full speed and the pane went out under it, and there was nothing between her and twelve tons of mudback but air.

It hit her a glancing blow. The pane had held for a fraction of a second before it went, and it had turned the bull a few degrees, so the claw that should have caught her full in the body caught her with the back of it, the flat. She went backward off the bank like a ball off a bat. Ten feet in the air. I saw her braid flying. She landed in the shallows on her back and went under and came up.

The bull stopped. Under the slab. It had been thrown off its line by the shield and by hitting her, and it stood there under the slab’s low end in the mud, turning, its eyestalks swinging toward the shallows where she’d gone in.

“Pull!” I said. “Now. Pull!”

Up the hill, Dee and Noreen pulled. I felt the cables come tight on the rebar at the top and the bars bend, and one snap, and another.

And the crack sang.



I’d been listening to the crack the whole time. It had been working, opening and closing a hair with the wind, all through the rigging. When the bull came under and scraped the slab’s belly, it had opened more. And now, with the rebar going and the bull pushing up under the slab as it turned, the crack started to sing.

A crack under enough load makes a sound. Concrete is full of steel, and the steel in a crack, when it’s about to let go, stretches and rings. High and thin. Like wire. Like Jodie’s wire at the culvert, a long rising note, all the rebar in the crack stretching together.

It was going to break on its own. Soon. One second. Two. The bottom two-thirds of the slab was going to snap off at the crack and fall on its own, before the come-along let go, before the rebar at the top finished breaking. And when it snapped on its own, it wasn’t going to fall straight down. It was going to twist, because the bull was pushing up on one side of it, and it would fall crooked, and come down on the bank side.

Where Kayleigh was.

Where Kirsten was going to come up out of the river.

I had one second. My plan said: wait for the rebar. Wait for Dee and Noreen to finish breaking the bars, then release the come-along, and the slab drops clean and straight.

The crack said: now.

I pulled the release.



The come-along let go with a bang, and the slab went.

It went straight. Because I’d let it go before the crack let it go, it came off the abutment all in one piece, the whole thirty feet, and slid. The top end came off the abutment lip and dropped, and the whole slab went down the bank toward the river like a sled, and as it went, the crack finally broke and the bottom two-thirds of it snapped off and fell.

Straight down. Ten feet. Onto the bull.

The sound was a highway bridge falling, which is what it was. A crack that I felt in my teeth and my knees and my spine, and a deep, deep thud that came up out of the ground and through the abutment and threw me off my seat onto the concrete. Dust came up off the slab in a cloud. Mud flew out from under it in a sheet. The river jumped.

When the dust cleared, the slab was lying flat on the bank at the river’s edge, forty tons of broken highway deck, with the yellow sign still on its guardrail. BRIDGE ICES BEFORE ROAD.

Under it, pinned at the middle of its body, the bull.

Its back half was under the slab. Its front half was out, in the shallows, its claws thrashing, its legs scrabbling at the mud. It was alive. It was pinned and it couldn’t get out, and it was screaming, the garbage-truck sound times ten, so loud it bounced off the bridge piers and came back.



Kirsten came up out of the river.

She came up on her feet in the shallows, waist-deep, soaked through, with blood running down the side of her face from her hairline. A lot of blood. Scalp wounds bleed. It ran down her cheek and her neck and into the collar of her soaked tank top, bright red, and she wiped it out of her eye with the back of her wrist and looked at the bull.

It was ten yards from her, in the shallows, pinned, its claws thrashing.

It saw her.

It turned its front half toward her, as far as it could turn pinned under forty tons, and its claws came around, the near one swinging in a long flat arc through the water toward her like a scythe.

She put her arm up.

The shield came up clean.

I felt it from the abutment. I’d been feeling it for eight days, late, half a beat behind, every time, the way she’d been late since the flatbed. Not this time. She put her arm up and the shield was there with it, at the same instant, gold and ribbed and solid, twelve feet wide, right on the beat, and the claw hit it and stopped dead.

She held it.

The claw came back and hit it again. And again. The bull was beating on the shield with both claws now, one and then the other, like a man beating on a door, and every blow I felt in the abutment under me, and the shield held. Clean. On time. She stood in the river with blood running down her face and her boots planted in the mud and her shoulders squared, and held it.

“Noreen,” she said, low. “The seam. Now.”



Noreen was already coming down the bank.

She’d dropped her cable when the slab fell and grabbed her lance, and she came down the slope at a run and went into the shallows beside the bull’s pinned body, behind the claws, on the left side. Where I’d put my lance in the one at the culvert. She didn’t look at me. She’d seen me do it.

The bull heaved against the slab, trying to get out, and the seam behind its claw opened. A dark gap the width of a hand, in the joint between the top shell and the belly.

Noreen put her lance in it.

No wasted motion. She set her feet in the river and put the blade in and leaned on it to the crossbar, and twisted, once, and the bull’s claws stopped in the air above Kirsten’s shield.

Kirsten held the shield up for another five seconds after it stopped. Twenty seconds, start to finish. Dee had counted it out loud from the bank, the way she counted anything she might want to bet on later. I hadn’t counted. I was running down off the abutment.

Then she let it go, and it went out clean, not a flicker, the way you’d turn off a good light.

She stood there in the river. She looked at her hand.

“It came,” she said. Her voice was strange. “It came when I called it.”



The core was the size of a football.

I cut it out with my knife and the pry bar, standing in the river up to my knees with the slab beside me and the dead bull’s shell over my head like a roof. It took forty minutes. The river was cold enough that I stopped feeling my feet inside the first ten, and the bull’s shell was a foot thick at the plate, laid up in layers like old plywood, and every layer fought the blade. But I found the warmth the way I’d found it in the first one, behind the head, and the warmth was big this time, a heat like a kitchen oven, and deep. And it made a sound.

There were more than three notes in this one, and they were deep, so deep I felt them more in my chest than in my hand. Like the bottom notes of a pipe organ in a big church, that you feel in the pew under you more than you hear.

When I finally got it out, I needed both hands. It was dull amber like the first one, but bigger, and heavier, and warm all the way through, and it sat in my hands and rang, deep and slow, like a church bell still going after the rope’s let go. I stood there in the river holding it and felt it in my breastbone.

Dee was standing on the bank looking at it.

“Holy shit,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“That’s a lot of core.”

“That’s a lot of core,” I said.

[Mechanic: Level 6.]



Kirsten wouldn’t let me look at her head until I’d put the core in the bus.

She sat on the bottom step with the first aid kit and a towel pressed to her hairline while I put the core in a milk crate lined with a blanket on the floor behind the driver’s seat, and wedged it with two bunk mattresses. Then I sat down on the step beside her and took the towel away and looked.

A cut along the hairline over her left temple, two inches long, not deep, but bleeding the way scalps bleed, like it meant it. Her braid was dark with river water and blood. I cleaned it. I closed it with three butterfly strips out of the kit and put a pad over it and taped it, and she sat still for all of it and didn’t make a sound.

“You held it,” I said. “Twenty seconds.”

“I know.”

“Clean. Every time it hit. Right on the beat.”

“I know.” She was looking at her hand again, her right hand, turning it over. “And before, it went out. All the way out. When it hit me the first time. So what was that? What happened? Why did it come back?”

I put my hand on her wrist.

The heat was there. Worse. Hotter than it had been at the co-op. I followed it up into her chest, under her wet shirt, to the place under her ribs, and the knot was there, three of them, and they were hot and hard and tight as I’d ever felt them. Pressing on each other. Grinding.

But there was something on top of the grinding now. Adrenaline. Fear. Something that had come up through her when she went under the water and came up bleeding, and pushed the class through the knot by force. Like flooring a truck with a slipping clutch. You can do it. It’ll grab. For a while.

“It came back because you were scared enough to make it,” I said. “You pushed it through.”

“Can I do that every time?”

“No.”

She didn’t like that. It was all over her face.

“You’ll burn it up,” I said. “That’s what happens to a clutch you do that to. It grabs, and then one day it doesn’t, and then it never does again.”

She took her wrist back.



On the way home, five miles from the bridge, the fan belt started slipping.

I heard it. A chirp at every shift. The new belt, the one Dale had given me, stretching in the cold and wet. It was a small thing. It was a thing you could fix in five minutes with a pry bar and a wrench. I didn’t wait on this one.

I stopped Marge on the river road on a flat stretch, in the open, with good sight lines in every direction, at a quarter past two in the afternoon. Daylight. Plenty of it. Shay would have said three hours and forty-one minutes, or something like that, to the ridge.

“Five minutes,” I said. “Belt.”

Noreen and Dee got out and walked up the road ahead of the bus with their lances, fifty yards, and stood on the shoulder facing out. Kayleigh went to the back. The country was empty. Dead corn on one side. The river on the other, wide and brown.

I tipped the hood and got to work on the belt.

When I came back around to the driver’s side to get a wrench out of the door pocket, Kirsten was in the driver’s seat.



She was sitting there with both hands on the wheel and her bandaged head and her braid down her back, dark with water, looking out the big windshield at the road. The window beside her was down. She’d climbed in while I had my head under the hood.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“Seeing what it’s like.” She didn’t look at me. “I’ve never sat here when it wasn’t moving and I wasn’t trying to back it into something.”

“How is it?”

“It’s high up.” She looked out at the road. “You can see everything from up here. Everybody’s backs.”

I stood at the window with my wrench in my hand and looked at her.

She was soaked. Her jacket was off, drying on the seat behind her, and her tank top was wet through, white cotton gone transparent and clinging, every line of her under it. The cold had her nipples hard and dark through the wet cloth. Her cargo pants were soaked black to the hip. There was still blood dried at the edge of the bandage, and her face was pale, and I couldn’t look at anything else.

I’d almost watched her die twice in three days.

I put my forearms on the sill of the driver’s window and leaned in.

“Kirsten,” I said.

She turned her head.

“I want you,” I said. “Right now. Do you want me?”



She looked at me through the window. Her grey-blue eyes went from my face to my mouth and back up.

“Yes,” she said.

Then: “Be quick. Noreen’s going to time us.”

“Noreen’s fifty yards up the road.”

“Noreen’s going to time us,” Kirsten said, with total certainty, and something came up in her face, under the paleness and the blood. Color. And a look I hadn’t seen on her before. Wicked. “She times everything. She counts everything. She knows to the ration what Dee owes her.”

I came around and up the steps.

The driver’s seat on a school bus sits up high on a pedestal, with the stairwell right beside it, three steps down to the door. She was in the seat. I was on the top step, with my head at the level of her shoulders. She looked down at me.

Then she slid down off the seat.

She did it slowly, on purpose, watching me. She slid off the front of the driver’s seat and down onto her knees on the top step of the stairwell, in front of me, so her face was at the level of my belt. The steel step was wet with river water from all of us. She knelt on it.

“You’re bleeding again,” I said. There was a thread of red at the edge of her bandage.

“Don’t care.” She put her hands on my belt.



She got my belt open and my jeans and my cock out in about four seconds, fast, efficient, captain’s hands. I was hard already. I’d been hard since the window. She took me in her fist and looked at it and looked up at me and laughed, low.

“You were standing there with a wrench thinking about this,” she said.

“I was thinking about the belt.”

“You were not.”

“I was not,” I said.

I put my hands on the hem of her wet tank top and pulled it up. It came up heavy and cold and clinging, peeling off her skin, and she lifted her arms and it came off over her head and I dropped it in the stairwell. Her breasts came free, cold-pebbled and wet, heavy and full, her nipples tight and dark pink and hard in the cold air off the open door. Water ran down between them. She shivered.

“Cold,” she said.

“Not for long.”

I put my cock between them.

She knew. She’d known since she slid down off the seat. She took her breasts in both hands and pressed them together around me, slick from the river and her skin, so soft and so heavy, and the heat of her between them was a shock after the cold. I groaned out loud. She looked up at me with my cock between her tits and her hands pressing them tight around it, her eyes on mine, bright and wet and not about to look away. And she laughed.

“Told you you were thinking about it,” she said.

“Fuck. Yes. Hold them just like that.”

She held them. I moved.



I fucked her tits. Easy at first, standing on the step, my hands on her shoulders, and then I stopped being easy about it. Sliding up between them and back down, the wet sound of it, her skin slick and getting slicker, and every time I pushed up between them the head of my cock came up out of the top of her cleavage, almost to her chin, and she ducked her head and licked it. Fast, once. Then again the next time.

“Kirsten.”

“Keep going.” She was flushed now. It had come up her chest and her throat, over the cold, pink and then red, and her breasts were flushed with it, red where my cock was moving between them. “Keep going. God.”

“Don’t close your eyes.”

“I’m looking.” She squeezed them tighter around me. “I’m looking at you fucking my tits in a school bus on the side of the road with my crew fifty yards away. I’ve lost my mind.”

“You’re doing great.”

She laughed so hard she lost her grip, and I took her hands off her breasts and put my own on them, and pressed them around me myself, and kept going. She put her head back against the driver’s seat and let me. Her mouth was open. Every time I came up between them she licked at the head of my cock, and every time she did it, she looked at me.

I could have come right there. I didn’t.

“Up,” I said.



I pulled her up off the step by her arms. She came up all at once, the way she moved, all that strength, and I turned her and put my hands on her waist and lifted her.

She weighed what a strong woman weighs, and I picked her up like it was nothing. I set her on the edge of the dash, the long flat dashboard in front of the big windshield, beside the steering column, with her back to the glass. The road behind her through the windshield. Fifty yards up it, Noreen and Dee standing on the shoulder with their backs to us, facing out at the empty country.

I got her cargo pants open and pulled them down. They were soaked and heavy and they fought me. I got them over her hips, and her underwear with them, and down her thighs, and she kicked one boot out of the leg and left the other, so the pants hung off one ankle, and she was sitting on my dash naked except for one boot and a pant leg and a bandage.

She was soaked, and the river had nothing to do with it. I put my hand between her legs and she was hot and swollen and slick, and she gasped and put her hands back flat on the dash to brace.

“Lew. Now. Do it now. That’s an order.”

“You don’t give the orders in here,” I said.

She laughed again. I took her by the hips and pulled her to the edge of the dash and held her there, with the head of my cock against her, right there, and didn’t move. She stopped laughing. Her heels pulled at the backs of my legs and I didn’t give.

“Please,” she said.

I pushed into her.



All the way in, in one long push. She was so wet I went in to the root, and the breath went out of her in a high surprised yelp she bit off halfway, and her heels came up and locked behind my back.

I fucked her standing in the stairwell of my bus, with her on the dash.

Hard and fast this time, nothing like the rear bench. Fast and deep, my hands on her hips holding her where I wanted her, and the whole bus rocking on its springs with it, and her heels locked behind me pulling me in. Her breasts bounced with every stroke, heavy, wet, flushed red. Her braid swung. The sun came through the windshield behind her and lit the sweat on her shoulders and the water on her skin and the gold hair at her temples, and the bandage on her head, and the dark-ringed eyes locked on mine.

“Harder. That’s not a request.”

“Like this?”

“That. Exactly that. You slow down, mechanic, and I’ll put you on the wall tonight.” She was gasping. “Lew. Lew. Please.”

“Your shoulders just went,” I said. “All the way down. You’re not holding anything up right now.”

“Just you.” Her heels dug into the small of my back and hauled. “God. Just you.”

Her right hand came off the dash. It was looking for something to hold. It found the wiper knob, the big black knob on the column beside her, and closed on it, white-knuckled.

The wipers came on.

They went back and forth across the windshield behind her, squeak, squeak, on dry glass. She didn’t let go. She held on to the knob like it was the only thing in the world, and I watched her face go, felt her start to tighten around me.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, I’m going to. Lew. Lew, I’m.”

“Let go. Let me feel it.”



Outside, on the side panel of the bus, right beside the door, two hard bangs.

Bang. Bang. A fist on the steel.

“Time,” Noreen said, through the panel. “Belt’s been five minutes.”

Kirsten came.

She came laughing. She’d been right at the edge and Noreen’s voice through the steel pushed her off it, and she came with her head back against the windshield and the wipers going squeak, squeak behind her and her fist locked on the wiper knob, and she was laughing. Low, shaking, can’t-breathe laughter, at herself and at Noreen and at the whole bus. It went through her whole body at the same time as the orgasm. She clamped down on me so hard it hurt, pulse after pulse, and laughed, and couldn’t stop, and couldn’t breathe, tears running out of the corners of her eyes and down past her bandage.

I couldn’t hold it. Watching her like that. I drove into her three more times, hard, and buried myself in her and came, and it went on and on. I pumped into her, deep, my hands so tight on her hips I knew I’d leave marks, and she was still laughing, weakly, and still squeezing me, and her heels were still locked behind my back.

“Time,” Noreen said again, through the panel, a little louder.

“We heard you,” Kirsten managed. “We heard you, Noreen.”

“Just checking,” Noreen said, and her boots went away down the shoulder.



Kirsten lay back against the windshield with her eyes closed, breathing.

I stayed inside her. I didn’t want to move yet. I reached over and turned the wipers off.

After a while she opened her eyes and looked at me. She was flushed red from her breasts to her forehead. Her bandage had come half off. Her braid was a ruin.

“You,” she said, “are a terrible influence on my crew discipline.”

“I know.”

“I gave her the timing. I told her to time us. I said it out loud.” She put her hand over her face. “She’s never going to let me forget this. Never. She’s going to put it on a mailbox.”

“Probably.”

She took her hand away. She sat up on the dash with me still in her, and she started to straighten her braid. She did it with both hands, the way she always did when she was thinking, pulling the wet gold strands back into their weave, one over the other, and her face was very calm, and her right hand doing it was steady.

Not shaking. Steady.

I watched it.

It was steady through the whole braid. She tied it off with the elastic from her wrist. Then she put the hand on her knee and looked at it, the way she’d looked at it in the river after the shield came up clean.

It started to shake again. A fine tremor, as she watched it. As the laugh went out of her and the adrenaline went out of her and she was just a woman sitting on the dash of a school bus in the cold, with three hot hard knots under her ribs.

She put the hand in her lap and covered it with the other one.

“Let’s go home,” she said.



We got back to Lock Nine at three. Dee and Noreen and Kayleigh came up the steps, and nobody said anything at all, and nobody looked at anybody, all the way home. Kayleigh sat in the back with her face in her gloves and her shoulders shaking. Dee whistled.

Noreen sat in the front seat across from the stove with her lance against the partition. When we came around the bend below the main gate, she looked at her wristwatch, and then at me, and then out the windshield.

“Nine minutes,” she said. “For the record.”

Behind me, in the stairwell, Kirsten put her face in her hands.

The core sat in its milk crate behind my seat, wedged in blankets, and rang. Deep and slow. I could feel it through the floor, through the seat, through my back, all the way home.

It was going to need a better housing than a milk crate.

I needed steel.


Chapter 10: Plate Steel

“You asked for steel,” Gretchen said.

She was standing in the bay door at ten past six in the morning on Day 50 with her knit cap pulled down to her eyebrows and her tool belt on, and behind her in the yard sat a cart. A flatbed hand cart, the big steel kind they use in lumberyards, with four iron wheels. It was stacked to her chest with plate.

“Two days ago you told me you’d think about it,” I said.

“I thought about it.” She tipped her head at the cart. “The lock’s old maintenance barge. It’s been sunk at the foot of the auxiliary chamber since 2011. Dale let me cut the deck and the sides off it yesterday.” She looked at the stack. “Three-eighths and half-inch. Marine plate. It’s been underwater for fourteen years, so it’s ugly on the outside. Inside, it’s good.”

“How’d you get it up here?”

“Pulled it.” She shrugged. “It’s only about a ton.”

I looked at the cart, and the iron wheels, and the ruts they’d left in the gravel all the way up from Lock Street, a quarter mile. I looked at her forearms, which were bare to the elbow in the cold with her sleeves pushed up.

“Okay,” I said.

“Coffee first,” Gretchen said, and came up the steps past me into the bus.



She stopped in the aisle.

She’d seen Marge with the stove, but not with the bunks, not lit and full. It was just after six and the wall crews were still coming off the wall, and there were four women asleep in the bunks: Jodie, and the two sisters from section four, and the big woman with the shaved head. Last night’s stand-down guests, the ones who’d been sleeping in Marge on their off nights since the bunks went in. The stove was going. The kettle was on. Marge was still in ANCHOR, the amber thick and warm on the glass against the grey light outside, because I wasn’t going to pull the field out from under four sleeping women to get an early start on anything.

Gretchen looked down the aisle at the bunks. At the women in them, sleeping in their clothes under the olive army blankets from Camp Galilee, with their boots in a row on the floor.

At the big woman with the shaved head, who was snoring softly with her mouth open and her hand under her cheek like a kid.

“That’s Bev Pawlak,” Gretchen said. “She hasn’t slept lying down since Day 9. Her cot’s broken.”

“I know. I saw her in the shed.”

“You saw her.” Gretchen looked at Bev again, for a long time, the way she’d looked at Marge’s wheelbase.

I gave her coffee in the bank mug. She stood in the aisle and drank it and looked at the bunks the whole time.

By seven they were awake. The sisters went up to the sheds with their boots in their hands, and Bev went to the gardens, and Jodie took her blanket and her wire out to the two cots by the hot plate in the bay to finish her sleep where the noise wouldn’t reach her. When the last of them was down the steps, I took Marge out of ANCHOR and watched the amber go thin on the glass, and rolled her out into the yard.



The plan was simple. It was the work that was hard.

Marge had come through nine days on the river road with dents on both sides and claw gouges on the back corner and a road sign over one window. Every time something hit her, it hit the thin sheet-steel skin of a school bus, the stuff that’s made to keep the rain out, not a mudback. And underneath, between the wheels, she was wide open. A husk could crawl under her. A mudback could get a claw into her frame rails or her fuel tank or her brake lines. The gar at the rail bridge had gotten its head into her wheel well and almost into me.

So: skirts. Plate steel down both sides, hung off the frame from the floor line to a few inches off the road, covering the fuel tank and the brake lines and closing off the space under her so nothing could get in. And a cowcatcher on the front, a plow, a wedge of steel on the front bumper to throw things aside instead of running them under.

The core housing too. The bull’s core was sitting in a milk crate.

And one more thing I hadn’t told anybody about yet.

“How do you want them?” Gretchen said. She was standing in the yard by Marge’s left side, looking at the space under her, with her hands in her back pockets.

“Flat panels. Eight feet long, so I can get them on and off. Hung from brackets on the frame, every four feet. Three-eighths plate.”

“Three-eighths will flex.”

“I know. Where?”

She took the carpenter’s pencil from behind her ear and drew on the side of the bus, on Marge’s yellow paint, with the flat of the lead. A long rectangle along the bottom of the side, eight feet. Two dots at the top for my brackets, four feet apart. Then she drew a line through the middle of the rectangle, between the brackets, from the top to the bottom.

“Here,” she said. “In the middle. Between your brackets. That’s where it bends.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s farthest from anything holding it.” She tapped the line. “Load comes in, it wants to go to the ground. It goes the shortest stiff way it can find. Into your bracket, down the bracket into your frame, down the frame into your axle, into your wheels, into the road. Anything that’s not near a bracket doesn’t have a short way to go. So it bends looking for one.”

“So I put more brackets in.”

“Or I put a rib in it.” She held up her hand. “Right there. Down the middle. Make it stiffer in the place it wants to bend. Then the load doesn’t have to find a bracket. It’s got its own path.”



That was how we worked. All morning, and into the afternoon, in the yard by the bay with the cold sun coming over the outer wall and the rest of Lock Nine going about its day around us.

I cut the brackets. Heavy angle steel off the dead buses’ frame rails, four inches, cut to length with the torch and drilled, and welded to Marge’s frame with the stick welder off the depot’s generator. You don’t weld on a vehicle frame lightly. You grind the paint off down to bright steel, and you put your ground clamp close, and you lay your bead in short runs so you don’t put too much heat in one place and warp the rail. I’d done it a thousand times on county buses. I did it now with the hood of my welding helmet down and the arc going blue-white, and the smell of hot steel coming up through the filter, and I welded every bracket twice.

Gretchen shaped the plate.

She’d pick a sheet off the cart, eight feet by three, three-eighths marine plate rusted orange on the outside, and lay it on two sawhorses, and stand over it with both hands flat on it. And she’d close her eyes.

The first time I watched her do it, I put my welding rod down.

It moved. The steel moved under her palms like clay, warm wet clay on a potter’s wheel, and her hands were pressing it. She’d run her palms down the middle of the sheet from top to bottom, slow, and a ridge came up under them, a rib, two inches high and four wide, rising out of the flat plate like a vein standing up on the back of a hand. That grinding drone came off it, deep and long, like a quarry crusher heard through a hill. The rust came off the plate where her hands went, flaking away, and the steel underneath was bright, and then, as it cooled, it went blue.

That faint blue sheen. The color steel goes when it’s been heat-treated just right. Hard. I’d have needed a forge and a press and a week to do what she did to a sheet of plate in four minutes with her bare hands.

She took her hands off it and stood there breathing, with her eyes closed, for about a minute. Then she opened them.

“Next,” she said.

“Not yet.” I had the first two brackets on already. “Let’s hang that one before you make the rest like it.”

We hung it. She held it up against the brackets with her shoulder while I ran the bolts, and when it was on, I stepped back and put my palm flat on the plate, low, under the rib, and said, “Hit it.”

She took the hammer off her belt and rapped the plate beside the rib. It rang. A good ring, short and hard, the sound of steel that has somewhere to send what you give it. I moved my hand. “Again.” Further along. Good. “Again.” Toward the back. Good.

“Down here,” I said, and moved my palm to the back corner, below the rear bracket, where the plate ran out past the last bolt toward the wheel well.

She hit it there.

It rang wrong, just slightly: a buzz under the ring, loose and long, like a cymbal with a crack in it, and it came up into my palm and kept going after the ring had died. The corner hung out past the bracket with nothing behind it, and when it rang, it shook all the way to the edge.

“That,” I said. “That corner. It’ll flap. A mudback gets a claw on it, it folds back like a dog-ear and takes the bolt with it.”

Gretchen crouched and looked at the corner. She put her own hand where mine had been and hit the plate again, and held still, listening. She hit it a third time.

“I don’t hear anything,” she said.

“I know. It’s there.”

She stayed crouched there with her hand on the steel. Then she put both palms on the corner and closed her eyes, and a second rib came up under them, a short one, a foot long, running in at an angle from the edge of the plate toward the rear bracket. The drone came off it. The blue came up.

When she took her hands away, I hit it myself.

It rang clean.

“Short rib at every corner that hangs past a bracket,” I said.

“Short rib at every corner that hangs past a bracket.” She took the pencil from behind her ear and wrote it on the plate in block letters, and underlined it twice. “Next,” she said.



“Corners,” she said. That was around noon. We were sitting on Marge’s front bumper, both of us, eating peanut butter on the last of the depot bread, because Dee had gone up to the gardens and come back with nothing. “You know why corners fail first?”

“Section seven was a bend.”

“Section seven was a bend. Bends are corners.” She drew one in the air with her sandwich. “A straight wall carries the load in one direction. Everything pushes the same way, the wall pushes back the same way, the load goes down the anchors into the ground. Easy. At a corner, two loads come in from two directions and meet. And the steel in the corner can’t decide which way to go. It’s getting pushed two ways at once. So it twists.”

“And then it goes.”

“And then it goes.” She took a bite. “Nobody gets this about the Tide, mechanic. Everybody thinks husks push on a wall evenly. Like water. Like a flood. They don’t. They pile.”

“I saw them pile.”

“Then you know. They hit a wall and they climb each other. A thousand husks don’t push on a hundred yards of wall. They push on one spot. Whatever spot the first ones happen to hit. Then the next ones climb those and the pile gets higher, and all that weight is leaning on one place. That’s a point load. That’s the worst load there is.” She pointed at the outer wall across the yard, the long grey steel face of it. “A straight run, I can hold. I build the anchors for even push. But a pile on a straight run turns that one spot into a corner. The wall bends there. And once it bends, it’s a corner, and corners fail first.”

I looked at the wall. “So you build the anchors heavier where they’ll pile.”

“I don’t know where they’ll pile.” She looked at me sideways. “You do.”

I kept eating.

“You heard section seven going an hour before it went,” Gretchen said. “You walked up and down the wall with your hand on the steel and you told Kirsten where the pile was going to break it. I’ve been building walls for twelve years. I can’t do that.” She took the pencil out from behind her ear and turned it in her fingers. “I can build a wall. I can’t hear one.”

“You can make steel move with your hands.”

“Somebody’s got to,” she said, and put the pencil back.



Kirsten’s crew came down at one.

They’d slept the morning in the sheds. Kirsten had a fresh bandage on her hairline and her braid redone tight and her jacket zipped. She stood in the bay door and watched Gretchen put her hands on a sheet of plate and make a rib come up out of it, and she kept her mouth shut. Dee didn’t.

“Jesus Christ,” Dee said.

“Afternoon, Ramsdell,” Gretchen said, without opening her eyes.

“How do you do that?”

“Slowly.”

Jodie came out of the bay. She’d been asleep on the cots by the hot plate all morning and she came across the gravel in her socks with her coil of wire on her shoulder and her hollow face less hollow than it had been. Four nights in Marge as a guest. She’d slept every one of them all the way through. She walked better. I’d checked her that morning with two fingers on her wrist while she slept, and the skip in her class was further apart again, like a worn clutch that had been sitting overnight and grabbed a little better in the morning before it warmed up.

She was still at the line. But she was on the safe side of it.

“Can I help?” she said.

“You can sit down,” Kirsten said.

“I’ve been sitting down for four days.”

“Then sit down for five.”

Jodie sat on Marge’s bottom step with her wire in her lap. Kirsten’s jaw worked once, and then she went to help Noreen carry plate.



I built the core housing in the afternoon, while Gretchen and the crew hung skirts.

Behind the driver’s seat, between the seat back and the partition that separated the driver from the first row, there was a gap about eighteen inches deep, where the old district had kept a fire extinguisher and a first aid kit and a box of road flares. I took them out. I built a box there out of quarter-inch plate, a steel cabinet bolted through the floor into the frame, with a hinged lid that came up flush with the top of the partition, and lined it with a rubber mat off the depot floor.

Then I put the bull’s core in it.

It sat there in the box, dull amber, the size of a football, and rang. Deep and slow, so low I felt it in the floor plates under my boots.

I took the small core off the dash, out of the battery-bracket box I’d made for it the morning Shay came through the gate. And I held it in my hand and listened to it, the three thin notes, and I held it over the bull’s core in the housing, a foot above, and listened to both.

Two sounds. The big deep one from the box and the three thin ones from my hand. Separate. Like two bells rung in two different churches.

I lowered the small one. Six inches. Two. They were still separate.

I set it down in the box beside the big one, so the two crystals touched.

The sound changed.

It wasn’t two sounds anymore. The three thin notes went down into the deep ones and the deep ones came up to meet them, and for a second they fought, the way two engines on the same shaft fight until their timing matches, a beat, a wobble, and then they caught. They locked. And it was one sound. A chord, more of the six than Marge had ever had, low and full, coming up out of the housing and through the floor and into the frame and all through her.

It fell short of the six. I knew the six. I’d felt them in the powerhouse wall. There were gaps in it still, at the top, like a choir with the sopranos missing. But it was more.

I put my palm flat on the lid of the housing. It came up into my hand.

“Okay,” I said to Marge, under my breath. “Okay, sweetheart. Hold that.”



Then the other thing.

I’d been thinking about it since Dee lay on her back on the gravel and looked up at the fuel valve under the frame rail and said anybody could shut her off. She was right. But it worked the other way too. Anybody who knew where it was could shut her off. And nobody who didn’t know where it was could turn her back on.

I cut the fuel line. Under the floor, where it ran forward along the frame rail from the tank to the lift pump, I cut it right under the entry steps, below the stairwell. And I put a valve in it. A brass quarter-turn ball valve off Dale’s shelf, half-inch, the kind you’d use on a water line, with good fittings on both ends, and I tested it with the engine running. Handle in line, she ran. Handle across, she ran for about forty seconds on what was in the filters and the pump, and then starved and died.

Then I hid it.

The entry steps on Marge were three steel steps with diamond-plate treads screwed down on top. I took the top tread off, the one at the head of the stairs, and cut a hole in the steel under it, four inches square, right over the valve. And I put a handle extension on the valve, a short steel rod with a T on top, that came up through the hole and stopped a half-inch under where the tread sat. Then I put the tread back on. But I took out the four screws that held it, and put in two, and the two I put in were at one end, so the tread could swing up on them like a lid if you knew to lift the other end.

When it was down, it looked like a step. It looked exactly like it had looked since 1998.

Gretchen was standing at the bottom of the steps with a skirt panel on her shoulder, watching me.

She looked at the tread, and at the hole under it, and at the T-handle.

She didn’t ask.

She put the skirt panel down against the bus and went back to the cart for the next one.



Grogan came at three.

I heard them before I saw them. Boots on gravel, a lot of them, coming down the service track from the main gate. Not hurrying. And the creak of leather slings and the soft knock of shotgun stocks against vests. I put down the torch and turned off the gas and came out of the bay.

Six of them. Grogan in front, big and red and with his toothpick, and five of his gate crew behind him in their orange vests, all with pump shotguns. Wayne Sobczak was one. The young one with the scrubby beard who’d been counting at my fence was another. They spread out across the yard in front of the bay in a loose line, the way men do who’ve been told to look like they mean something.

Grogan stopped out in front of them, forty-six years old and standing like a road-crew foreman, feet apart, belly out, thumbs in his vest. He looked at Marge, half-skirted, the left side hung with two panels of blue-sheened steel and the right side bare.

“Afternoon, Lew,” he said.

“Rudy.”

“Darrell sent me.”

“I figured.”

He took the toothpick out. “He says the bus is safe-zone property. On account of it being a county bus, on a county lot, and fixed with county parts. And on account of it being a shelter, which makes it a matter of safety for the whole of Lock Nine.” He recited it. He’d been given it to say and he said it, and he didn’t put anything into it. “So it goes inside the inner wall tonight. Where it’ll be looked after.”

“Who drives it in?”

“We do.”

“No,” I said.



He sighed. It was a big sigh, the sigh of a man who’d known that was coming.

“Lew,” he said. “Come on. There’s six of us.”

“I count six.”

“And one of you.”

“I count more than that,” I said.

He looked past me.

They’d come out of the bay behind me while he talked. I hadn’t asked them to. I heard them come: boots on the concrete, the creak of the bus step, the scrape of steel. When I looked around, they were there.

Kirsten, on the bay apron to my left, with her shotgun across her body, muzzle at the gravel, held the way you’d hold a bat walking up to the plate. Noreen beside her with her lance grounded, butt on the concrete, the blade up over her head. Dee on the other side, with her taped fists hanging at her sides, rolling her shoulders. Kayleigh behind them with a flare-pot in her new gloves.

Jodie on Marge’s step with her coil of wire, uncoiling it. Slowly. A loop of bright steel wire hanging from each hand.

And Gretchen.

Gretchen had come around the front of the bus from the far side where she’d been fitting the cowcatcher, and she stood by Marge’s front bumper with the sledge. Her ten-pound sledge, resting head-down on the gravel with both her hands folded on top of the handle. Her cap pulled down. She didn’t look like a woman who was about to swing a sledge. She looked like a woman who was waiting for a bus.

For a long breath the only sound in the yard was Jodie’s wire ticking as it uncoiled.

The wind came off the river and moved Gretchen’s flannel and Kirsten’s braid.



I looked at Grogan. Really looked.

He was standing the way he’d been standing, thumbs in his vest, feet apart. But his breathing had changed. It had been easy when he walked up. Now it was up high in his chest, short, and he was taking it through his nose. And his hands. His thumbs were hooked in his vest, but his fingers weren’t still. They were tapping, very lightly, against the orange nylon. His right hand, the one away from the shotgun’s grip.

And his weight was back. On his heels.

If he’d meant to start something, he’d have been up on his toes, ready to go. Grogan’s weight was back, the way a man stands when he’s already thinking about walking away and hasn’t told his feet yet.

He didn’t want this.

Rudy Grogan wasn’t scared of much, and six women and a mechanic weren’t on the list. It wasn’t his fight. Krall had sent him down here with Krall’s reasons in his mouth, and Krall’s reasons weren’t Rudy’s reasons, and he was standing in my yard in front of the whole wall crew of Lock Nine, women who’d held his gate’s back for forty-some nights, about to get into a fight he wasn’t going to get anything out of.

His eyes went from the sledge to the wire to Kirsten’s shotgun and back to me.

“Rudy,” I said. “You don’t want to do this for him.”

His fingers stopped tapping.

His face didn’t change. He turned his head and spat on my gravel.

“No,” he said. “I don’t guess I do.”



He looked at Marge.

He looked her over, the half-hung skirts and the blue sheen on the steel and the stovepipe coming up through the roof and the core housing behind the driver’s seat that he could just see through the windshield. He looked at her the way Tuttle had looked at her the night of the first Board in my bay, counting windows, only Rudy’s count ran to something a lot bigger than bunks.

He was pricing her.

I knew that look. I’d seen it on every scrap dealer who ever came to the county auction. He was standing in my yard adding up what a school bus that turned into a shelter was worth, and not to Krall.

“Okay, boys,” Grogan said. “We’re done.”

“Rudy,” Wayne Sobczak said. “Darrell said.”

“I heard what Darrell said. I was there.” Grogan turned around. “We’re done.”

They went. Back up the service track toward the main gate in their orange vests with their shotguns on their shoulders, not hurrying, and the young one with the beard looked back over his shoulder at Marge twice before they went around the corner of the bay.

Grogan didn’t look back. But at the corner he stopped with his thumbs in his vest and stood there a while, facing nothing, and I knew he was still adding.

Behind me, Dee let out her breath.

“Holy shit,” she said. “Holy shit, that was close.”

“That wasn’t close,” Gretchen said. She picked up her sledge and put it on her shoulder. “That was Rudy shopping.”



We finished at five.

Three skirt panels on each side, eight feet each, with a short one behind the rear duals, three-eighths marine plate with a rib down the middle of every one and a short rib at every corner that hung past a bracket, hung off double-welded brackets on the frame and bolted through with grade-eight bolts. They ran from the front wheels back past the rear duals and from the floor line down to six inches off the gravel, and they closed off everything. The fuel tank. The brake lines. The space under her where the gar had put its head. From the outside, Marge looked like she’d grown armor. Blue-sheened and ribbed, along both sides, with her old mustard yellow above it.

And the cowcatcher. Gretchen had made it out of the half-inch plate, two sheets welded at a point, a wedge that came out from the front bumper three feet at the bottom and swept back up to the top of the bumper, like the plow on a locomotive. She’d shaped the edges. They curved out and back, so that anything that hit the point would get thrown to one side or the other instead of going under.

I’d welded it to the frame horns behind the bumper. Gretchen had stood beside me with her hands on the plate while I welded, holding it exactly where it needed to be with [Wallwright], not with her muscles. It didn’t move a sixteenth.

I stood back in the yard and looked at Marge.

She looked like something you wouldn’t want to meet on a road at night.

“She’s ugly,” Gretchen said, beside me.

“She’s beautiful.”

“She’s ugly as hell,” Gretchen said. “I like her.”



The core seated at a quarter to six.

Seated, the way a valve seats, all at once after a long time of almost. I’d put the bull’s core in the housing that afternoon and the small one beside it, touching. But the System hadn’t said anything. All afternoon it kept quiet, through the cores going in and the first skirt panel and Gretchen’s cowcatcher.

At a quarter to six, I closed the lid on the housing and sat down in the driver’s seat to start her and move her back into the bay.

I put my hand on the key.

And the two cores came up together. That chord, the more-than-three notes, all at once, louder than I’d ever heard it. It came up out of the housing behind me and went through the seat into my back and down through the floor into the frame. And then out. Out into the new brackets I’d welded, down into the skirts, along the ribs Gretchen had made, into the cowcatcher. I felt it go into every piece of new steel on her. The whole bus rang, low, so low the windows buzzed in their frames.

The amber came up on the glass.

I hadn’t put her in ANCHOR. She was in ROLL, the thin skin, just a sheen. But it came up anyway, brighter, and then it thickened. And then it changed.

It went honeycomb.

The amber on the windshield in front of me broke up into a pattern, very faint, very fine, six-sided cells the size of my thumbnail, all fitted together edge to edge, the way a honeycomb is, the way the cells in a bee’s comb fit. Every window. The whole length of her. It lay on the glass like frost, gold, and you could see right through it.

Outside, the crew had stopped where they were in the yard. Kirsten was standing by the bay door with her hand over her mouth.

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]

[Cap: B.]

[Upgrade: plate skirts, cowcatcher.]

I sat there with my hand on the key, and the line I kept going back to was the middle one.

Cap: B.



Gretchen was at the wash bay tap when I came out, washing her hands.

She stood in the last of the light with the water running cold over her forearms, scrubbing at the rust and the scale, and she didn’t look up when I came out. The sun was down behind the far ridge. Down on the river it was dark already, and on top of the wall it was still light, and in the depot yard it was grey and blue and going.

I’d come out to tell her thank you.

She turned the water off and shook her hands and took a rag out of her back pocket, and wiped them. Slowly. Each finger. She was looking at me while she did it.

Hazel eyes. Measuring. The way she’d looked at Marge the morning she found her in the fence line, walking around her twice, counting her stride.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re welcome.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you. In a day, or in a month.”

“I know.” She folded the rag. She put it in her back pocket. And then she said, plainly, in exactly the same voice she’d used to tell me where the steel would bend, “I’d like to see what you do with your hands when you’re not fixing something.”

I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

She let it sit there between us.

“I’m not going to find out this winter,” she said.

Then she picked up her sledge off the ground by the tap, and put it on her shoulder, and walked off across the yard toward the shed-side gate in the dusk, in her cap and her tool belt and her flannel, without looking back.

I stood there by the wash bay tap with my mouth open.



The Board lit at 6:12.

I was in the square. The whole crew was. Kirsten had said, in the bay, looking at the honeycomb on the glass, “We’re going,” and nobody had argued, and the crew had gone up Lock Street to the inner gate with me, and stood at the back of the square against the wall, the same place as the first night.

Only it wasn’t the same. There were more of us at the back. Word had gone round the sheds. Bev Pawlak was there, and the two sisters from section four, and a dozen others I didn’t know, wall women in their jackets and boots, standing in a long ragged line along the inner wall. They kept looking at me.

The Board came up white from the base. The square went quiet.

The names first.

[Wayne Sobczak: D -> C.]

Krall’s road crew man again, and the men at the front slapped him on the back again. Two more from the front. A woman in a good coat, one of the paying families, F to E, and her husband kissed her.

Then the shelters.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D.]

Then the next line.

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]



The murmur went through the square like wind through corn.

You could hear it start at the front, around the base of the Board, among the paying families, and go back. People saying things to each other in low voices. Turning to look. Some of them looked at Krall, who was standing at the foot of the Board with his hands folded over his belt buckle and his face exactly the same as it always was. Some of them looked at me.

At the back, along the wall, among the wall women, they were counting.

“E,” somebody said near me. A woman’s voice. Low. “That’s E.”

“E caps at B,” somebody else said.

“What?”

“E caps at B. That’s the fine print. The bus guy got it off Dale Overbeck. F caps at E, E caps at B.”

“B.”

“B.”

I heard it go down the line along the wall. B. B. B. The wall women saying it to each other, under their breath, like a word they’d never said before and were trying out. All of them were capped at E, sleeping at the edge of the field in F-grade sheds, where nothing climbed past E no matter how many husks they killed. And a school bus parked in the depot a quarter mile away had just been called Grade E on the Board in front of the whole town.

Kirsten, beside me, stood with her eyes on the Board and her right hand in her pocket.

Then the last line came up.

[River Rift: Surge, 12 nights.]



The light went out. The square came apart. The wall women went first, as they always did, fast, toward the gate, because it was their night and the seams would open in half an hour. Kirsten went with them. She touched my arm going past, two fingers, the way she had the first night.

I went out the long way.

There’s a path along the side of the powerhouse, between its brick wall and the inner wall, that comes out by the inner gate. It’s narrow and dark and nobody uses it at dusk, because everybody’s either going home or going to the wall. I went down it with my hands in my pockets.

Halfway along, I heard Krall.

There was a yard behind the powerhouse, a fenced service yard with a transformer and some old Corps equipment, and the voices came from there. I stopped in the dark by the wall.

“No,” Krall was saying. His voice was the same as always. Pleasant. Reasonable. “No, Rudy. I’m not interested in what it’s worth.”

“You should be.” Grogan. Lower, harder. “You should be real interested, Darrell. You saw the Board. That’s an E. That’s a shelter that moves. You know what the Ironworks would pay for that? They’d pay in cars. Whole cars, off that train. Diesel, ammunition, food. They’d pay more for that bus than everything in this town put together.”

“I don’t want it sold.”

“Then what do you want?”

A pause. I stood in the dark against the cold brick and listened to Krall breathe. Low in the belly, the same breath he’d brought into my bay. A man who wasn’t surprised.

“I want it burned,” Krall said.



“Burned,” Grogan said.

“Burned. In the depot. Some night when there’s nobody in it.” Krall’s voice didn’t change at all. “It’s a fire risk, a wood stove in a school bus. Everybody knows that.”

“Darrell.”

“Rudy, think about it.” Reasonable. A man explaining a road budget. “You saw the back of that square tonight. You saw them. Every one of those women on the wall can do arithmetic. E caps at B. You know what happens when the first one of them asks to berth in that bus? You know what happens when the Board calls her B in front of everybody, a wall woman from the sheds?”

Grogan didn’t answer.

“Every one of them asks,” Krall said. “Every one of them. And every one of them who asks goes up past where my men are. Past where you are, Rudy. And then they’re standing at my gate with their arms crossed, and they’re stronger than everybody inside it.” A pause. “I can’t sell that. Not to the Ironworks, not to anybody. If it exists, it’s a problem. I need it not to exist.”

“It’s worth more than the whole damn town.”

“It’s worth exactly as much as the whole damn town,” Krall said. “That’s why it burns.”



I didn’t hear what Grogan said to that. I didn’t stay.

I went on down the path in the dark, quiet, the way you’d walk away from a bearing you’d just heard start to go, and came out by the inner gate, and went through it onto Lock Street as it ground shut behind me.

Up on the outer wall, the Tide was coming. I could hear it. The first shotgun of the night, off toward section three. Women’s voices calling down the line.

I walked down Lock Street to the depot with my hands in my pockets and the cold coming up off the river, and in the bay, Marge sat in the droplight with her honeycomb on the glass and her new steel down both sides, ringing. I laid my palm on her skirt as I went by. Cold steel, and under it, all through her, the chord.

I put her in ANCHOR. Jodie was already in her bunk with her wire under her head, and she lifted one hand to me when the honeycomb came up thick on the glass, and went back to sleep.

Then I sat on the step with Dale’s ratchet in my hand and the stove ticking behind me, and stayed awake all night, listening to the depot fence.


Chapter 11: The Misfire Line

The shield went out at 6:58.

I was ten feet behind Kirsten on the walkway of section seven with my lance, and I felt it go. Not late. Out. She had her arm up and her boots planted and a husk coming over the steel in front of her, and the gold pane came up, and held for half a second, and then it wasn’t there.

The husk came through the place it had been.

She put the shotgun under its jaw and fired. It went back over the parapet. She racked and stood there with her arm still up, looking at the empty air in front of her hand.

“Kirsten,” I said.

“I know.”

“That’s not late.”

“I know what it is,” she said, without turning around. “Watch your front.”



Day 51. Dusk had been 6:11. I’d come up on the wall with the crew at a quarter to six, the way I’d started doing every wall night since section seven went, and walked the whole length of the outer wall with my hand on the steel before the light went. Gretchen had reset the anchors in the low ground behind seven after the bend fell, deeper, and doubled them. They rang tight all the way along. I’d told Kirsten that, and she’d nodded and put her crew where she always put them.

There was nothing wrong with the wall tonight.

There was something wrong with the captain.

I’d felt it coming all week. Since the bridge. Since she’d come up out of the river with blood in her eye and pushed her shield through the knot by force, the way she’d said she would. It had come up clean that once, and she’d held it twenty seconds, and she’d paid for it: for two days after it had been worse. I’d felt it on the wall two nights ago from forty yards away. Late, and later. A half beat, then most of a beat. Like the clutch had glazed.

She knew. Everybody on seven knew.

Nobody said it.



It went out again at 7:20.

A pile was building at the bend, the way Gretchen said they would, the husks hitting the steel where the wall turned toward the lock and climbing each other. Kirsten went down the walkway to the bend to meet the top of it. The first three came over the parapet together, and she threw her arm up, and the shield didn’t come at all.

It just didn’t come. She stood there with her arm up and her palm open and nothing happened, and I felt her class run up into the knot under her ribs from forty feet away. I felt it hit. It didn’t get through. It hit the knot like a car hitting a wall, and stopped, and fell back.

Noreen put her lance through the first husk. Dee hit the second so hard it went back down the pile and took four with it. The third got its hands on Kirsten’s jacket.

She broke its neck with the stock of the shotgun. Two swings. She was strong enough to do that. She stood there breathing hard with the husk at her feet and her right hand out in front of her, open, shaking so badly I could see it from where I was in the dark.

Then she closed it into a fist and put it in her pocket.

“Kayleigh,” she said. “Flares on the pile.”

Kayleigh threw two. The orange came up on the slope of bodies at the bend, warm and thick, and the husks on the pile put their hands over their faces and slid back.

Kirsten turned around and saw me looking.

“Watch your front,” she said again.



At 7:51 the mudback came up the pile.

It had come out of the river in the first hour with three others, and the other three had gone for section four, but this one had come up the flats along the bottom of the wall, slow, hauling, until it found the pile of husks at the bend. Then it climbed. Mudbacks don’t climb well. It didn’t need to. It used the pile like a ramp, dragging itself up the slope of bodies until its claws were over the top of the parapet and its eyestalks were swinging across the walkway.

It was a medium one. Pickup-sized. Its claws were the size of car doors.

Kirsten went at it with the shotgun. She put two rounds into the joint of the nearest claw, the way she had on the flatbed the first night, and the claw jerked back, and the mudback made its compactor sound and swung the other one.

She put up the shield.

It came late. Almost a full beat late. It came up after the claw was already through it, and the claw hit the edge of it as it formed, and the pane bent like a sheet of tin and went out, and Kirsten went down on one knee on the walkway. The claw swept over her head.

Dee was beside her. Dee had been on her left, fists up, and Dee went in to get the claw off her, and hit it, a [Brawler] punch that would have knocked a husk off the wall. The claw rang like a dropped pan. It didn’t care.

I was watching the back legs.



I’d been watching the claws like everybody else. And then the pile creaked under the mudback, a long wet shift of bodies going backward under weight, and I wasn’t. I was looking past them, past Kirsten on her knee and Dee swinging, down the slope of the pile at the mudback’s back half, where its back legs were braced in the bodies of the husks.

They settled.

All of them at once. The back end went down. About six inches, like a dog getting ready to jump. Kirsten had told me that in the depot yard, standing behind me with her hands on my arms. Its back end goes down about six inches and then the tail comes around.

Back end goes down, you go down.

The tail was coming. And Dee was standing up.

I didn’t think. I dropped the lance and went down the walkway in three steps and got my hand in the back of Dee’s belt, the wide leather belt she wore over her jacket, and pulled. I pulled her backward and down, both of us, onto the packed earth of the walkway, and the tail came over the parapet.

It was a long thick armored thing like a ship’s hawser made of mud and plate, and it swept across the walkway at the height Dee’s head had been, with a sound like a cable snapping. It caught her anyway. It missed her head by inches and hit her left shoulder as she was going down and spun her out of my hand and threw her six feet down the walkway into the parapet, and she hit it and lay there.

The tail went back over. The mudback was hauling itself up for another try.

Noreen came past me with her lance and put it in the seam behind the claw. She’d learned that at the bridge. The mudback heaved against the blade. She leaned on it. It stopped.

It slid back down the pile, slowly, and lay at the bottom with Noreen’s lance standing up out of it.



Dee was conscious. Her shoulder was out. Dislocated, the arm hanging wrong, the shoulder flat where it should be round. She lay against the parapet swearing in a long continuous whisper, every word she knew, white in the face.

“Okay,” Kayleigh said, kneeling beside her. Kayleigh, the ex-nursing student, with her burned hands in their new gloves. “Okay, Dee. Okay. I need you to breathe. I’m going to put it back.”

“Fuck off.”

“I’m going to put it back on three.”

“Fuck off, Kay, fuck off, don’t you.”

Kayleigh put it back on two. She did it with her foot in Dee’s armpit and both hands on her wrist and a long slow pull, and the shoulder went back in with a deep wet pop like a boot coming out of mud, and Dee screamed once and then stopped swearing. She lay there breathing.

“That’s in,” Kayleigh said. Her voice was shaking. Her hands weren’t.

“I’m going to kill you,” Dee said weakly.

“Okay.”

“After.”

“Okay, Dee.”

Kirsten was standing over them. She’d gotten up off her knee. She looked down at Dee against the parapet with her arm across her chest and her face grey, and her own right hand was out of her pocket and hanging at her side, shaking.

Then she found me, still sitting on the walkway where I’d pulled Dee down.

“You saw the legs,” she said.

“I saw the legs.”

“I didn’t. I was looking at the claw. I was trying to get the shield up and it wouldn’t come and I was looking at the claw.” She looked down the slope of the pile at the dead mudback with Noreen’s lance in it. “I’ve seen a thousand of those tails. I didn’t see the legs.”



I got up. I went to her.

She didn’t move. I put my hand on her side. Under her open jacket, over the tank top, under her ribs, on the right. Flat. I didn’t ask. She didn’t stop me.

It was hot.

Hotter than at the co-op. Hotter than the bridge. The three knots were there, stacked, but they weren’t three anymore, quite. They’d grown into each other. The edges had fused. It felt like a bearing that’s been seized and grinding so long it’s welded itself to the race, one lump of hot metal, and it was pushing out against her ribs from the inside. And her class was running up into it and hitting it and falling back. Over and over. Up and hit and back. Like a starter cranking on a seized engine. It wasn’t slipping anymore. It was stopping.

I knew where the line was. I’d felt Jodie at it, in the culvert, balanced, the skip and the grab. I’d felt Kirsten every day for ten days, coming toward it.

She was past it.

A step past, no more. The skip had turned into a stop. Each time her class hit the knot and stopped, it came back weaker, and the next time it stopped sooner, and I could feel how fast it was happening, the way you feel a bearing go from growl to grind to scream. It was going to take less than a week.

“Kirsten,” I said.

“Don’t.”

“You’re past the line.”

“I know.”

“Not by much. But you’re past it.” I kept my hand there. I kept my voice low, and it went lower. “It’s not skipping anymore. It’s stopping. Every time it stops it comes back weaker.”

“How long?”

I didn’t want to tell her. I told her.

“Three nights,” I said. “Maybe. Three more nights on this wall, sleeping in that shed, and it breaks.”



She looked at me in the dark on the walkway, with my hand on her ribs and Kayleigh behind us talking softly to Dee and the Tide coming up the pile again at the bend.

Then she took my wrist and moved my hand off her. Gently. And let it go.

“Watch your front,” she said.

She turned around and went back to the bend.

She held it till dawn. She did it without the shield. She did it with the shotgun and the stock and her boots, and with Noreen on her left and Kayleigh’s flares and one of the section four sisters who came down the line to take Dee’s place. I watched her. She didn’t try the shield again all night. Not once. Her right arm stayed down at her side and she fought one-handed with the shotgun’s pump, and I knew she wasn’t trying it because she was afraid of what would happen if she tried.

At four, I heard the anchors at the bend tick once, and told Noreen, and Noreen moved two women, and nothing happened.

At six-twenty the husks went back into the river.



She didn’t go back to the sheds.

The crews came off the wall at the dawn change the way they always did, filthy and quiet, and went up the flats toward the long ragged row of sheds. Kayleigh and Noreen walked Dee between them with her arm strapped to her chest in Kayleigh’s belt. Kirsten walked behind them to the top of the flats where the path split. Left to the sheds. Right to Lock Street and the inner gate.

She stopped there.

I was beside her. She stood there at the split in the path with the dawn coming up white behind the far ridge and her shotgun on its sling and her jacket open, and looked left at the sheds. At shed nine. Where she’d slept for forty-five nights on a wet cot.

Then she turned right.

“Come on,” she said.

I didn’t ask where. I followed her down Lock Street to the inner gate.



The inner gate opened at dawn. It always did. Grogan’s crew swung it at six-thirty, and by a quarter to seven there were people in the square, the morning crowd, thinner than the one at dusk and busier. Women with buckets going to the pump at the corner of Front Street. Men from the gardens with their tools. Two of Krall’s road crew on the powerhouse steps with coffee. A woman shaking a rug off a porch. Children, two of them, chasing a dog around the base of the Board.

Kirsten walked through them.

She walked straight down the middle of Front Street in her wall gear with the blood and the mud and the husk on her, at a quarter to seven in the morning, and people stopped what they were doing to watch her go by. She didn’t look at any of them. She walked to the Board.

I was a step behind her. That was where she wanted me. She’d said, at the top of Lock Street, without turning around, “Stay a step behind. Don’t touch me. Don’t say anything.” So I didn’t.

The Board was a grey stone column in the morning light, cold and blank. At its base, waist-high, the Gatestone. The flat black slab where you put your palm.

Clem Tuttle was standing on the powerhouse steps with Krall’s road crew men, in his neat navy parka. He had a coffee cup. He saw Kirsten walk up to the Gatestone, and his cup stopped halfway to his mouth.



Kirsten turned around.

She looked at the square. At the women with buckets and the men from the gardens and Krall’s road crew on the steps and the kids and the dog. There were maybe forty people there. The ones closest had stopped. The ones farther away were turning to see what the ones closest were looking at.

“I’m Kirsten Halsey,” she said.

She didn’t have to say it. Everybody in Lock Nine knew who she was. She said it in the ballfield voice anyway, the one that carried, and it went across the square to the inner wall and came back.

“I’m the wall captain,” she said. “I’ve been the wall captain since Day 6. I’ve slept in shed nine since Day 7.”

The square was very quiet.

“I’m letting it go,” she said.

She turned around and put her palm flat on the Gatestone.



It lit.

The black slab under her hand went white from the edges in, the same white as the Board at dusk, and the light came up through her fingers. Everybody in the square could see it. That’s how the Gatestone works. The words are for whoever’s touching it. The light is for everybody.

I couldn’t see the words. I could see her face, from a step behind, in profile. Her jaw set. Her eyes moving, reading.

“Release,” she said. Out loud. Clear.

The light under her hand went out.

It drained. It went back from her fingers toward the edges of the slab, slowly, like water running out of a sink, until the stone was black again. And something went out of her when it did. I saw it. Her shoulders came down a half an inch, and then went right back up, because she wouldn’t let them. And she took her hand off the stone and stood there a second with her palm open in front of her, looking at it.

On the powerhouse steps, Clem Tuttle had gone white.

The blood went out of his face from the top down, the way the light had gone out of the Gatestone. He stood there holding coffee he’d forgotten about in his soft white hands, and he looked at Kirsten Halsey with no berth to Lock Nine’s Core, and you could see him working out exactly where she’d sleep tonight and what it would cost him.

Then he put the cup down on the step and went inside the powerhouse, fast, without a word to anybody.

Kirsten turned around to me, a step behind her.

“Okay,” she said. “Now the bus.”



She didn’t say anything on the walk back. Down Front Street, through the inner gate, up Lock Street, through the shed-side gate into the depot yard. People watched us the whole way. Word was going ahead of us. I could hear it, the way you hear a fire go through dry grass. Somebody calling to somebody. A door opening.

Marge was in the bay, still in ANCHOR from the night, Jodie’s blanket thrown back on an empty bunk. Jodie had gone up to the sheds to see Dee. The bus was empty. I took her out of ANCHOR from the top step, and the amber on the glass thinned back down to a skin.

Kirsten went up the steps and stood in the aisle by the stove.

The stove was down to coals. The kettle sat on it, warm. The bunks ran back down both sides of the aisle in their two rows with the olive blankets on them, and the honeycomb amber lay faint on the glass, and the morning light came through it gold.

She turned around and looked at me at the top of the steps.

I stopped there.

She stood in the aisle with her feet planted, the way she stood on the wall. Shoulders squared. Her jacket open over her filthy tank top and her braid coming loose, the blood dried on her hairline at the edge of the bandage. Her right hand at her side.

“Lew,” she said.

“I’m here.”

“I want to ride with you.” She said it plain. In the captain’s voice, but low. Like a call on the wall. “I want to ride with Marge. I’m asking you. Let me ride with you.”

I looked at her.

I thought about saying something. About how she didn’t have to. About Krall’s powerhouse and the D-grade rooms, and that she could ask him for one and he’d say yes in a heartbeat, a wall captain at cap A sleeping right where he could watch her. About how I wasn’t anything. A depot hand with a school bus. About how she’d just let go of the only safe place she had in Lock Nine in front of forty people, and that was a thing you couldn’t take back.

She knew all of it. You could see it in her: she’d worked every piece of it through before she ever walked down Lock Street. She was standing there with her hand shaking at her side, asking.

“Yes,” I said.



The floor moved.

It didn’t, really. The floor stayed where it was. But the floor plates under my boots, the steel deck of the bus, came alive. A hum came up through them. Low. Lower than the chord of the cores in their housing behind the driver’s seat. It came up out of the floor and into my boots and up my shins into my knees and my hips and my spine, and I felt it in my back teeth, a deep note like the whole bus had taken one long breath and was holding it.

Kirsten felt it too. I saw her feel it. She looked down at her boots.

It went through her. I could see it. It came up through the floor under her and her shoulders came down, an inch, and then she put them back up again, and then they came down again on their own, and she let them.

The amber on the glass brightened. All down the length of her, every window, the honeycomb cells going from faint to gold, as if the sun had come out from behind a cloud.

Then the hum faded. The floor plates went still.

[Berth: Kirsten Halsey asked. You answered.]

[Berth tier: Passenger.]

[Ride-Along unlocked.]

[Mechanic: Level 7.]

I read it standing at the top of the steps. Four lines. Plain. I didn’t know what the third one meant. I didn’t care right then.

Kirsten looked up from her boots.

“Did you feel that,” she said.

“I felt it.”

“It went through the floor.”

“It went through the floor.”

She looked around at the bus. The stove, the bunks, the honeycomb on the glass. Then at me, the way she’d looked at the stove the first night it drew.

“Huh,” she said.



She didn’t sleep.

I told her to. She’d been up all night on the wall and she was swaying on her feet in the aisle, and I told her to lie down in a bunk and I’d put Marge in ANCHOR and she’d sleep and that would be the first night.

“No,” she said.

“Kirsten.”

“No. I’m not doing it in the daytime like it’s a nap.” She shook her head. “I waited forty-five nights to sleep somewhere it counts. I’m going to do it at night. Like a person.”

“You’ll fall over.”

“Then I’ll fall over.”

She didn’t fall over. She went up to the sheds instead and got her things out of shed nine. She came back with them in a duffel bag: two tank tops, a pair of jeans, socks, a toothbrush, a softball in a plastic bag with a lot of signatures on it, and a photograph of a team in a frame with the glass cracked. She put the duffel on the bottom bunk across from mine and didn’t unpack it.

Then she went to see Dee. Then she walked the wall, the whole length, in daylight, with Gretchen, the way she did when she couldn’t think. I watched them from the depot, two figures on top of the outer wall a quarter mile off, one with a braid and one with a cap, walking slowly and stopping every so often with their hands on the parapet.

I kept Marge in ROLL all day. I didn’t want the field taking anybody before she was ready.

And I hung a curtain.



It was a small thing. My bunk was the bottom one at the back on the right, the last in the row, against the rear bench. It was a steel frame with a camp mattress and an olive blanket, open to the aisle like all the others.

I found a canvas drop cloth in the cage, a painter’s drop, eight by twelve, heavy cotton duck that had been white once. I cut it to size. I ran a length of steel cable along the underside of the top bunk’s frame, above mine, from the head to the foot, tensioned with a turnbuckle so it wouldn’t sag. I put grommets in the canvas every eight inches with the grommet kit out of the cage and hung it on the cable with shower curtain rings from a box in the wash bay.

When I pulled it shut, the bunk was a room. A small one. Six and a half feet by three, with the steel wall of the bus on one side and the canvas on the other, and the window above the mattress, one of Marge’s side windows with the honeycomb on it.

I pulled it open and shut a few times. The rings ran smooth on the cable.

I sat on the edge of the bunk and looked at the curtain and thought about what I’d done, and what she’d done, and I wasn’t sure whether I’d hung it for her or for me. Then I thought it didn’t matter. It was a curtain.



Kirsten’s crew stood down that night. She arranged it. She was still the captain. She’d gone to the two section captains on five and six that afternoon and asked them to cover seven, and they’d said yes without asking why, because everybody in Lock Nine knew why by noon.

They came down to the depot at six. Noreen and Kayleigh, with Dee between them, her arm strapped up and her face still grey and her mouth working fine. Jodie. Bev Pawlak and the two sisters, who had the night off on four. They came up into the bus, and Noreen looked at the duffel bag on Kirsten’s bunk and at Kirsten, and at me.

She sat down on her bunk without a word and took her boots off.

Dee said, “Well, holy shit, Captain.”

“Shut up, Dee.”

“I’m just saying.”

“I know what you’re saying.”

“I’m just saying holy shit,” Dee said, and lay down on her bunk on her good side, and was quiet for almost a minute, and then said, “Holy shit,” again to the ceiling.

I heated soup. Noreen had brought it, four cans of chicken noodle she’d had in her shed since Day 12, saving them. Nobody asked what she was saving them for. We ate it out of the mugs.

At nine I put Marge in ANCHOR.

[Marge: ANCHOR.]

The honeycomb came up thick on the glass. The chord came up out of the housing. Eight women lay down in their bunks in the stove light, and one by one I heard them go, breathing slow and long and down.

Kirsten lay in her bunk across the aisle from mine with her eyes open.



She came in at eleven.

I was lying on my back in my bunk with the curtain shut, not asleep. Listening to the stove tick and the eight sets of breathing and the wind on the roof. I heard her get up. I heard her bare feet on the steel floor, three steps across the aisle. The curtain rings ran on the cable.

She came in through the gap in the curtain and let it fall shut behind her.

The stove light came through the canvas, orange through white, faint. And the honeycomb on the window over my head threw a little gold down onto the mattress. She knelt on the edge of the bunk in that light. She was wearing a tank top and nothing else. Grey cotton, one of the two from her duffel, clean. Her hair was down. She’d taken it out of the braid, all of it, and it fell over her shoulders and down her back in long waves, gold, past her shoulder blades.

“Lew,” she said. Very quiet.

“I’m here.”

“I’m asking again.” She was quiet for a second. “Just me this time. The captain can stay out there with her boots. I’m not asking you for the bus. I asked for the bus this morning. I’m asking for you.” Her voice wasn’t steady. “Will you have me?”



I sat up in the bunk.

I had to duck. The top bunk was about three feet over the mattress. I sat up with my head bent under the steel frame, and took her face in my hands.

“Yes,” I said.

She let her breath out.

“I’m going to tell you what I’m going to do,” I said. “So you know. So you don’t have to do anything. All right?”

She nodded in my hands.

“I’m going to take this off you,” I said, and touched the hem of the tank top. “And I’m going to put my mouth on you. All of you. I’m going to start at your throat and go down, and I’m going to take as long as I want, and you’re going to lie there and let me. And then I’m going to go down on you until you can’t hold still. And then I’m going to keep going.” I kept my voice low, under the stove, under the breathing on the other side of the curtain. “And then I’m going to be inside you. Slow. All night if it takes all night.”

She was breathing hard.

“And you don’t have to brace for any of it,” I said. “Not one thing. You hear me?”

“I hear you,” she whispered.

“Lie down.”

She lay down.



The bunk was too small.

That’s the first thing that happened. She lay down on her back on the camp mattress and I came over her and hit my head on the frame of the bunk above, hard, a clang that went down the whole row, and somebody on the other side of the curtain stopped snoring.

We both froze.

The snoring started again. Dee.

Kirsten put her hand over her mouth. She was shaking. Laughing, silently, with her eyes squeezed shut and her whole body going under me, and I put my forehead down on her shoulder and laughed too, without any sound, until my eyes ran.

“Your head,” she whispered.

“It’s fine.”

“You rang it like a bell.”

“It’s fine. Hold still.”

I pulled the tank top up, the way I had on the rear bench, only she was lying down now, and it came up over her stomach and her ribs and off her breasts, and she lifted her arms over her head on the mattress, and it came off and I put it at the foot of the bunk.

She lay there under me in the gold from the window with her arms over her head and her hair spread out on the olive blanket.

I started at her throat.



I took my time.

I’d said I would. I kissed the side of her neck under her ear, where her pulse was going, and felt it under my lips. Hard. Fast. I put my tongue on it. Down her throat. The hollow at the base of it, where her collarbones met. Along one collarbone to her shoulder. Back. The other. She had a little scar on her left shoulder, a white line, old, and I kissed that.

“Surgery,” she breathed. “Junior year. Labrum.”

“Shh.”

Down. Between her breasts, where her skin was warm and soft and smelled like the stove and the clean tank top and her. I put my face there and breathed in, and she put her hand on the back of my head.

Then her breasts.

There was no clock in that bunk and I didn’t want one. I took the left one in my hand and the right one in my mouth, and then the other way, and I didn’t hurry, and I didn’t let her hurry me. Her nipples were soft when I started and tight and hard by the time I’d been at them a minute, and I ran my tongue around them, and pulled, and let go, and she arched up off the mattress into my mouth. They overflowed my hands. The give, the warmth, the way they moved when she breathed.

“God,” she whispered. “Lew.”

“Lie still.”

“I can’t.”

“You can,” I said. “You don’t have to do anything. Lie still and let me.”

She lay still. I felt her do it. I felt her make herself stop arching and stop pushing and just lie there with her hands in my hair, and let me have them, and a sound came out of her when she did it. A small one. Like something giving way.



By the time I left her breasts the flush was all over her, pink in the gold from the window, from her ribs across her chest and over the tops of her breasts and up her throat. There was sweat coming up between her breasts, a sheen, and the light from the honeycomb caught it.

I went down.

Her ribs. I kissed every bruise on them, the old ones and the new ones, yellow and green and purple, finger-shaped. Husk hands. Forty-five nights of them. I kissed each one and she let me and didn’t say anything, and when I looked up her eyes were wet.

And then I came to the place under her ribs on the right, and I put my mouth there, and my palm beside it.

The knot. Under my hand. One fused lump of heat, hard, grinding against her ribs from the inside, pressing out. Her class running up into it from somewhere deep in her chest and hitting it and stopping. I could feel it stopping, even now. Even lying here with my mouth on her. Up and stop and back. Up and stop.

I kissed it.

She went very still.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “Isn’t it. That’s where it is.”

“That’s where it is.”

“Can you feel it now?”

“I can feel it,” I said, and kissed it again, and went down.



Her stomach. Her navel. The soft skin below it. The hard muscle under the soft skin. Her hips, the wide round flare of them, the bone at the front of each one, and I bit there, a little, and she jerked.

Then she pulled me up.

“My turn,” she whispered.

“Kirsten.”

“My turn. You said I don’t have to do anything. I know. I want to.” She had my thermal in her fists. “Let me.”

I let her. She pulled the thermal off over my head and I had to duck again, and missed the frame this time, and she pushed me onto my side and then my back, in the small space, the bunk creaking. She put her mouth on my throat. On my chest. She put her hands on my arms and found the burn scars on my forearms, the old shiny patches from sixteen years of exhaust manifolds, and she traced them with her fingers. Every one. Then her mouth.

“Where did you get these?” she whispered against my arm.

“Engines.”

“All of them?”

“A Detroit in 2011 got the big one. The rest are just Tuesdays.”

She laughed against my arm and kissed the big one, the long one up my left forearm from the wrist, slowly, the whole length. And then she was laughing at the bunk again, because there wasn’t room to do what she wanted to do, her elbow against the wall and her knee off the edge of the mattress, and she whispered, “This is ridiculous,” and I whispered, “I know,” and she kissed my stomach anyway, and then lower.

I stopped her. I took her by the arms and pulled her up and turned us both, in the small space, until she was on her back again and I was over her.

“Later,” I said.

“I want to.”

“Later. Not tonight. Tonight’s yours.”

She looked up at me in the gold light. Then she nodded.



I went down on her.

There wasn’t room to kneel. I went down the bunk on my elbows with my shoulders jammed up under the top bunk’s frame, and I took her right ankle and set her heel up on that frame, high, on the steel rail over my head, so she lay open under the gold from the window with one knee up against the canvas and the other leg long on the blanket. Then I opened her with my thumbs and put my mouth on her pussy, and she was already so wet it ran down my chin.

I started soft. Long and flat and easy. She tasted like she had on the rear bench, salt and warm and something sweeter, and every time my tongue went up the length of her, her heel pushed up into the steel over my head and the whole top bunk creaked on its pins. Her hand came down in my hair.

I found her clit and stayed there.

Steady. The same small circles, over and over, the same pressure, a rhythm I didn’t change. I reached up the length of her with my free hand and took her breast and held it, my thumb going over her nipple in time with my tongue.

She started to make noise.

It started small, a breath with a sound inside it. On the rear bench she’d had a tarp and the whole crew three rows off, and she’d held every bit of it behind her own hand. Here there was canvas, and a curtain I’d hung for her, and her body had decided that was enough. A moan came up out of her, low. Then another one that wasn’t low at all.

I lifted my head.

“Quiet,” I said. “Or I’ll do it for you.”

“Then do it,” she breathed.

So I did. I took my hand off her breast and put it over her mouth, my palm flat across her lips, and held it there, and went back down on her. She moaned into my hand. I felt every sound she made land hot and wet against my palm, and none of it got past the curtain. All of it was mine.

She came fast. Faster than the rear bench. She’d been close since her breasts.

Her heel shoved up against the frame so hard the top bunk jumped on its pins. Her whole body locked, and then shook, and her pussy pulsed against my tongue, hard, a beat and a beat and a beat, and she cried out into my hand, a long broken sound I felt in the bones of my palm. I kept going.

I took my hand off her mouth.

“Lew,” she whispered. “Lew. I came. I already. I can’t.”

“You can.”

I didn’t stop. I slowed down, and went softer, so soft I was barely touching her clit, just my tongue lying on it and breathing on it. Her thighs were shaking against my head, the one up on the frame and the one on the blanket. She was trying to close them and I held them open with my shoulders.

“It’s too much,” she whispered. “It’s too much, it’s too.”

“You’re all right. You’re bracing. Stop bracing. Let it.”

She let it. I felt her let it. She’d been fighting it, holding herself together against it the way she held herself together on the wall, braced. And then she wasn’t. Her thighs went loose. Her heel slid down off the frame onto my shoulder. Her hand in my hair went loose. She just lay there and let me, shaking, breathing in short open gasps at the bunk over us.

When I felt the next one coming I put my hand back over her mouth. It came up out of her slow and deep, from somewhere further down, and when it came it lasted. Long rolling waves of it, her pussy clenching and clenching under my mouth, and her back bowing up off the mattress, and the sound she made into my palm came out low and broken, half a sob. Like something that had been locked down for forty-five nights coming loose all at once.



I came up over her.

She pulled me. Her hands on my shoulders, pulling me up the length of her, and I came up and she wrapped her legs around me, and her arms, and held on.

Her face was wet. She was crying, quietly. Just tears running out of the corners of her eyes and back into her hair, and her eyes open, looking at me, grey-blue with the dark ring around them, in the gold.

“Are you okay?” I said.

“Yes.” She nodded. “Yes. Please.”

“You’re crying.”

“I know. It’s the good kind.” She pulled at my shoulders, both hands. “Inside me, Lew. Now. I want you inside me.”

I reached down between us and found myself and her, and put the head of my cock against her, and she was so wet I slid right to the edge of going in. She lifted her hips.

I held her still. My hand on her hip. Holding her down on the mattress.

“All night,” I said. “I told you. All night if it takes all night.”

I pushed into her.



An inch at a time. She was so tight after coming twice, clenching, fluttering around me, and I went into her slow enough that I could feel every bit of it, every inch of her taking me. She held her breath the whole way. When I was all the way in, she let it out, a long breath against my neck.

Her legs came up and wrapped around my back. Her heels locked on my spine.

I moved. All the way out to the tip and all the way back in. Long and deep, the bunk creaking under us with each stroke, and I didn’t care. Her heels pressed into my back every time I pushed into her, pulling me deeper.

“Feel that,” I said into her ear. “Every inch of it. That’s the whole night.”

“Yes.” Her mouth was at my neck. “Forty people watched me this morning. At the stone.” A breath, broken by my next stroke. “Nobody watches this.”

“Nobody,” I said. “This one’s mine.”

“Yours,” she whispered.

“Stay with me.”

“I’m here.” Her voice was breaking. “God, I’m here.”

“I know. I can feel you.”



I put my hand under her ribs.

On the right. Flat. While I moved in her, I laid my palm on the place I’d kissed, and felt it.

The knot. Hard and hot, the fused lump of it. Her class running up into it and stopping.

But something else now too. Under my palm, against my palm, coming up through the bunk and the mattress and her back and her ribs. The field. Marge’s field, in ANCHOR, the chord of the cores, coming up through the steel of the bunk frame into her. Into the knot. Warm the way the stove was warm, where the knot burned. I could feel it pressing on the knot from outside the way the knot was pressing on her from inside.

It wasn’t letting go yet.

“Kirsten,” I said. “Look at me.”

She looked at me.

“It’s here,” I said. Moving in her. My hand on her ribs. “The field. I can feel it. It’s on the knot. It’s pushing on it from the outside.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Like heat,” I said. “Like it’s going to give.”

“Make it give,” she whispered. “Please. Make it.”



I went harder, and deeper, and still unhurried, harder at the bottom of every stroke, so that every time I pushed into her the bunk rocked and her breath came out of her in a short sharp gasp, and her heels dug into my back. I held her still under me with my weight, my one hand on her ribs and my other in her hair, holding her head on the mattress. She couldn’t move. She didn’t try. She lay there under me and took it and looked at me, and her eyes were wet and heavy-lidded and locked on mine.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. I’m going to. Again. I’m going to.”

“Give it to me, Kirsten.”

And she came, and as she came, the field took her.



The amber came off the window.

It slid down off the window over the bunk onto her, and the honeycomb came with it. Little six-sided prints of gold the size of my thumbnail, every cell of the pattern off the glass, laid across her face and her throat and her shoulders and drawn slowly down her body like a net somebody was pulling. They slid over her breasts and her flushed red chest, and every cell caught the sweat on her and lit it. They went down over her ribs to my hand.

And under my hand, the knot let go.

I felt it go. The way you feel a seized bolt finally back off. You’ve had the torch on it and the breaker bar on it and you’re leaning with your whole weight and nothing, nothing, nothing, and then there’s a crack, a tiny one, the rust giving, and the bolt turns. A quarter turn. Then a half. Then it’s spinning free and you almost fall over.

Her knot cracked under my palm. I felt the fused lump of it break apart into its three pieces again, and the three pieces loosen. Two of them. The top two. They came loose all at once, and the heat went out of them, not out of her but into her, poured down into her own class where it had belonged all along, and her class came running up from her chest into the place where they’d been and went straight through. Didn’t stop. Didn’t hit anything. Went right through, all the way out, clean.

The third one stayed. Smaller now. Cooler. Still there, at the bottom. But it wasn’t grinding anymore. It was just sitting there, warm, quiet, a bolt that had been backed off and left in its hole.

She was coming the whole time. Clenching on me, long hard pulls, and her back arched off the mattress and her heels locked on my spine, and her mouth was open and her eyes were open and on mine, and she was crying.

“I feel it,” I said. “I feel it go. Kirsten. It’s going. It’s letting go.”

“I know,” she gasped. “I know. Oh my God, I know.”

“Two of them. Two of them just went.”

“Finish in me,” she gasped. “And stay. Don’t pull out. I want to go to sleep with you in me.”

I came. I held her still under me with my hand on her ribs where the knot had been, and drove into her once more, deep, and held there, and came in her. Long hard pulses, and she took every one of them with her heels locked and her arms around my neck, and I put my face in her hair on the mattress and made a sound I couldn’t keep back, and she held my head against her and said my name.

The gold cells slid off her slowly, back up toward the glass.



She was asleep before I’d pulled out of her.

She didn’t say anything. She tried. Her mouth moved against my shoulder. Then her arms went loose around my neck, and her heels slid down off my back, and the breath went out of her in one long run that took the stiffness out of her spine with it, a vertebra at a time, until she lay flat and heavy on the mattress in a way I’d never once seen her lie on anything.

I moved off her carefully. There wasn’t room to lie beside her. I lay half on her and half on the edge of the mattress with my back against the canvas curtain, and pulled the olive blanket over both of us, and put my hand back on her ribs.

The two pieces were gone. The third sat there, warm. Under it, her class ran steady, up through her, out and back, out and back, and nothing stopped it.

And her breathing.

I lay there in the dark of the curtained bunk with the stove ticking on the other side of the canvas and seven women asleep in the bus, and I listened to Kirsten Halsey breathe. Long and slow and all the way down. In and out, with nothing catching in it, the way a diesel idles once the timing’s finally set right.

I’d been listening to her for ten days. I’d never once heard her breathe like that.


Chapter 12: Clean on the First Try

“Do it again,” Noreen said.

Kirsten did it again.

She was standing in the aisle of the bus in her socks and a grey tank top and her jeans, at twenty to seven in the morning on Day 53, with her hair still down from the night and her arm out. Palm open. And the shield came up off her hand.

Clean. Instant. There was no gap behind her at all, not even the sliver you’d need to slide a feeler gauge into. It came up with her hand, at the same moment, the way your shadow comes up with you when you stand in the sun. A pane of honey-gold light, faintly ribbed, buzzing low like a transformer, filling the aisle from the floor to the roof bows between the bunks.

It didn’t flicker. It stood there.

Seven women were sitting up in their bunks looking at it.

Kirsten let it go. It went out all at once and clean, like a breaker thrown. She put her arm out again. It came up again. Same instant. Same gold.

She let it go.

She stood there looking at her hand.

Dee, who had something to say about everything, sat in her bunk with her arm strapped to her chest in Kayleigh’s belt and her mouth open, and nothing came out of it.

Nobody else managed anything either.



I’d been awake since five. I’d lain in my bunk with the curtain shut and Kirsten asleep half on top of me, and I’d listened to her breathe. All night, the same way. Long and slow and down. She hadn’t moved once. Her right hand had stayed on my chest where she’d put it, open, still, for six hours.

At six-thirty she’d woken up.

In the co-op she’d woken all at once with her hand going for the shotgun. This time she woke slowly. I felt it happen. Her breathing changed, came up a little, and her fingers moved on my chest, and then she lifted her head and looked at me in the grey light through the canvas.

Then she sat up, ducking under the top bunk, and pulled the curtain back, and got up and stood in the aisle.

And put her arm out.

She didn’t know she was going to. Her body did it the way your hand goes to a light switch in a dark room. She’d put that arm out ten thousand times in forty-five nights. She put it out now.

And it came.



After the second time, she went down the steps and out of the bus.

She didn’t look at anybody. She went down Marge’s steps in her socks and across the cold concrete of the bay and into the wash bay at the end of the building and shut the door.

The crew looked at me.

“Give her a minute,” Noreen said.

I gave her about four.



The wash bay was cold. The boiler hadn’t been fired in six weeks because there wasn’t enough diesel to waste on hot water, and the room was tile and concrete and a floor drain and a long steel sink and a hose bib, with one caged bulb in the ceiling and no window. Grey. It smelled like old soap and wet concrete.

Kirsten was standing at the sink with her back to the door and both hands on the edge of it.

She was crying.

This was different from the quiet tears in the bunk: short and hard and angry. Her shoulders were shaking and her head was down and she was making a sound in her throat like something being torn, low and furious, and her hands on the edge of the steel sink were white at the knuckles.

Both hands.

Neither of them was shaking. They were gripping the sink so hard the steel creaked. But they weren’t shaking.

She heard me come in. She didn’t turn around.

“Don’t,” she said. Thick. “Don’t say anything.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I mean it. Don’t you say one word, Lew.”

I didn’t. I stood in the doorway of the wash bay.

She cried for maybe thirty seconds more. Hard. Angry. Like she was angry at it for coming, angry at herself, angry at forty-five nights and a wet cot and a shield that came late, angry at a man in a fleece vest. Then it stopped. All at once, like a valve shut. She stood there with her head down and breathed.

She turned the tap on and put her face under it. The water was ice cold. She held her face in it for a long time. Then she turned it off and straightened up and wiped her face on the hem of her tank top, and turned around.

Her eyes were red. Her face was wet.

I hadn’t moved. I hadn’t said anything.

She came across the wash bay and stopped in front of me, close. Then she put her forehead on my shoulder. Just for a second. Then she lifted it.

“Thank you,” she said.

She went past me and back to the bus.



I went out to the bay and poured two cups of coffee off the stove and sat down on Marge’s bottom step with one.

Kirsten came back down the steps after a while in her boots and jacket, with her hair braided, tight. She sat down beside me on the step and took the other cup.

“Can I,” I said, and held my hand out.

She looked at it. Then she gave me her wrist.

The heat was gone.

I’d been feeling it in her wrist since the co-op. A heat with a source, a wheel bearing starting to go. It wasn’t there. Her wrist was warm the way a person’s wrist is warm. I followed her up her arm with two fingers, through the jacket sleeve, and laid my palm flat on her side, under her ribs, on the right.

Two of the knots were gone.

Where they’d been, there was nothing but her. Muscle and ribs and the steady push of her breathing, and her class running up through it, out and back, clean and quick, like water through a new pipe. I could feel the two levels that had been in those knots. They weren’t heat anymore. They were in her. Settled. Down in the class itself, the way the weight of a load settles into a frame once it’s bolted down. She was stronger. I could feel that she was stronger.

The third one was still there.

At the bottom. Where it had always been. A small hard warm place, the size of a walnut. But it wasn’t hot. It wasn’t grinding. It wasn’t pressing on anything. It was just sitting there, warm and quiet, and her class went past it without touching it. Below the line. Well below it. Safe.

“Two of them went in last night,” I said. “The third one’s still there because Marge only takes you as far as B, and it’ll wait for a bigger cap, and it won’t hurt you while it waits.”

“That’s one sentence,” she said.

“It’s a long one.”

“It’s a long one,” she agreed. And she drank her coffee and looked out the bay door at the yard and the frost on the dead buses, and after a while she put her free hand on my knee. Her right hand.

It was still.



Krall came at noon.

I knew he was coming. Word goes around a safe zone of six hundred faster than a dropped tray in a school cafeteria, and it had been going around Lock Nine since a quarter to seven the morning before, when Kirsten Halsey put her palm on the Gatestone in front of forty people and said release. By last night, everybody had known she’d walked down Lock Street to the depot afterward. By this morning, everybody had heard what Noreen told the women at the pump, which was nothing, except “She put it up clean. Twice.”

So I knew he was coming. I was under Marge’s front end tightening a skirt bracket when I heard his boots on the gravel, and two pairs behind him, and I rolled out and stood up and wiped my hands on my rag.

He came across the yard at the same pace he always did. Not hurrying. Fleece vest, pressed jeans, the revolver on his hip. Reading glasses on their cord. Two of his road crew behind him, one of them Wayne Sobczak, with shotguns on slings, hanging at their backs where their hands weren’t.

Kirsten’s crew was in the bay. All of them, the way they had been when Grogan came. Noreen on her bunk with her boots on and her lance against the frame. Dee on the step with her arm strapped up. Kayleigh, Jodie, Bev Pawlak, the two sisters. They’d come down after the morning to stay in Marge, and they’d stayed.

Kirsten was sitting on the fender of one of the dead buses by the fuel island, cleaning her shotgun.

Krall saw her. He smiled.

“Kirsten,” he said warmly, and walked over to her.



She didn’t get up. She kept cleaning the shotgun. She had the pump off and a rag on the bolt.

“Darrell,” she said.

“I heard,” Krall said. “Yesterday morning. At the Gatestone.” He stopped a few feet from her with his hands in his vest pockets. “I want you to know there’s no hard feelings. None. I understand. Forty-five nights in the sheds is a long time. I’d have done the same thing.”

She worked the rag down the bolt.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Krall said. “Since yesterday. I’ve been thinking I made a mistake, putting you in the sheds. You’re the best we’ve got. Everybody knows it. You’ve held that wall since Day 6. You should never have been out there.” He took one hand out of his pocket and gestured, palm up, the way a man does when he’s offering you something. “So I want to fix it.”

“Fix it how?”

“A room in the powerhouse,” Krall said. “A real room. On the second floor, over the Core. Grade D. That’s cap A, Kirsten. You know what that means. A. Not B. A.” He smiled. “Better than a bus.”

The yard was very quiet.

“All you’d have to do is berth back,” he said. “At the Gatestone. Put your hand on it and ask, and I’ll say yes. And tonight you sleep in a bed in the powerhouse, and in a week you’re A. The strongest woman in the river country.” He spread his hands. “I’m trying to do right by you.”



I listened to him. I’d been listening to him since he came through the shed-side gate.

His breath was the same as the night he stood in my bay. Low in the belly. His voice was the same. His weight sat on his heels the same. A man who’d done this a hundred times and knew how it went.

But there was a catch in it.

Just one. On one word. When he said “a room in the powerhouse,” on the word “room,” his breath came up. A small hitch, a half-inch higher in his chest, for one syllable, and then back down where it lived. Like an engine that runs perfectly smooth except for one tiny skip at one exact point in the rev range, so small you’d never catch it unless you held your foot right there.

I knew what it was. I’d known since Dale’s control house, since Gretchen leaning on her sledge telling me about shed fourteen.

Krall decides where each berth sleeps.

She’d berth back to his Core. And he’d say yes, and she’d sleep in a room in the powerhouse, and in a week the Board would call her A. And then some night, some week later, when everybody had stopped looking, the room would be needed for something. For an Ironworks trader. For a paying family. And Kirsten Halsey at A rank would be moved out to the sheds, to the F edge, where nothing climbed and her A would sit on her and bank and bank and bank. And she’d be his. Berthed to his Core, where she couldn’t get out without putting her hand on the stone in front of him again.

He didn’t mean the room. He meant the berth.

His breath said so on one word.



I left it to Kirsten. She was looking at him.

She put the pump back on the shotgun. She seated it with her palm, a hard clean click, and racked it once to check it, empty. Then she stood up off the fender.

Krall had two inches on her. You’d never have known it. Kirsten was five-nine in her boots, and Krall was five-eleven, but she stood up straight now in a way she hadn’t stood the first night in the mirror, or at the Board, or any of the days since. Her shoulders weren’t up. They were back. Down and back, loose, the way an athlete stands between pitches.

She looked at him from a foot away. And then she looked past him, at her crew in the bay. At Noreen on her bunk. At Dee on the step with her arm strapped up. At Kayleigh and Jodie and Bev and the two sisters. She looked at every one of them.

Then she looked back at Krall.

“No,” she said.



One word. She said it the way she’d said release at the Gatestone: clear, and not loud, and to everybody.

Krall kept the smile. That was the thing I’d learned to watch for: whatever happened, he kept it.

But I heard his breath go up again. Higher this time. And stay up for two breaths before it came back down.

“Of course,” he said. “Thank you for hearing me out, Kirsten.”

That was worse than anything else he could have said. A man who thanks you for a no has already decided what he’s going to do about it.

“Sure, Darrell,” Kirsten said.

He gave her one more second. Then he turned around, and his eyes went over me, over Marge in the bay with her blue-sheened skirts and the honeycomb on the glass, over the crew. He smiled at all of us. Pleasantly. And walked back across the yard to the shed-side gate, with Wayne Sobczak and the other road crew man behind him, and was gone.

Dee let out her breath.

“Holy shit,” she said. “Holy shit, Captain.”

Kirsten sat back down on the fender and picked up her rag.



Dale’s voice came out of Marge’s dash at two-fifteen.

He’d wired a radio into her five days ago, the night after the bridge. A Corps marine handheld, the yellow kind, on a bracket by the speedometer with a twelve-volt line run off the fuse panel so it would charge. “So I know where my come-along is,” he’d said, and gone back to his control house, and that was the only explanation I got.

It crackled.

“Lew,” Dale said. Calm. “I’ve got a gar in the lower approach of the auxiliary chamber. Big one. It’s been in the riprap since dawn, I guess it missed the seam. It just woke up and it’s ramming my lower gates.”

I was already at the dash. “How big?”

“Twelve feet. Maybe fourteen.” A pause. Through the radio, behind his voice, I could hear it. A deep hollow boom, like somebody hitting a steel dumpster with a sledgehammer. “Those gates are a hundred years old. They’ll take it for a while.”

“How long a while?”

“Long enough for you to get down here,” Dale said. “Hurry up.”



The lock wall at Lock Nine was a long pier of concrete as wide as a road, running out from the bank along the downstream side of the powerhouse. On one side of it, the main chamber, six hundred feet long. On the other, closer to the bank, the auxiliary chamber, a shorter one, three hundred and sixty feet, for the smaller boats. Each chamber had a pair of gates at each end, the big steel miter gates that close against each other in a V pointing upstream, like two doors meeting in the middle.

The auxiliary chamber’s lower gates were at the downstream end. Below them, the lower approach: a long channel of water between two guide walls of concrete, where boats used to wait to lock up. It was lined with riprap, big broken rock, along the bank side.

The gar was in the lower approach, in the water against the gates.

We came down Lock Street in Marge at twenty past two in the afternoon, with Noreen driving because she’d said, “I’ll drive,” and got in the seat before I could, and nobody argued with her anymore. Kirsten in the front seat with her shotgun. Kayleigh behind her with her flare-pots. I was standing in the stairwell with my lance.

Noreen parked Marge on the lock wall by Dale’s control house, flat, facing back the way we’d come, with the brake set. We left her up there and went down the iron steps at the end of the lock wall, the four of us, onto the lower guide wall.

Dale was standing on the lower guide wall below the auxiliary’s lower gates with his thermos.

“There,” he said, and pointed down.



It was big.

Bigger than the one under my bus at the rail bridge. Fourteen feet, Dale had guessed, and he’d guessed short. It lay in the water at the foot of the gates, long and dark and armored, olive and black, the big plates on its back the size of trash can lids. Its head was against the left gate leaf. It pulled back, the whole length of it bending like a whip, and drove its head into the gate.

Boom.

The gate shuddered. I felt it through the guide wall under my boots, a long deep tremor, the ninety-year-old steel taking the hit and passing it into the concrete.

“It’s been doing that for twenty minutes,” Dale said. “Every half minute or so.”

I put my hand on the guide wall.

The concrete was cold and rough, and it had the whole lock in it. The river on the other side of the main chamber, the spillway roaring far off. The six notes of the Core, deep under the powerhouse, faint. And the gate. I could feel the gate in the wall, the big steel leaf hanging on its hinges, and every time the gar hit it, the gate rang. But under the ring, at the hinges, where the leaf hung on its pintle at the bottom and its anchorage at the top, I could feel something else. It wasn’t cracking yet. It was giving. The pintle at the bottom was ninety years old, a steel ball on a steel socket, and every time the gar hit the gate, the pintle shifted on its socket, a sixteenth of an inch, and settled back.

It would take this all day. It wouldn’t take it every day.

“It’ll hold,” I said. “Today. But it’s moving on its pintle.”

Dale didn’t look up from the water.

“I know,” he said. “It’s been moving on its pintle since 1994.”



The gar saw us. Or felt us. It pulled back from the gate and swung its long head up out of the water toward the guide wall, and looked at us with one flat black saucer eye with a gold ring around it. Then it came up the riprap.

It came fast. Gars on land are clumsy. They don’t have legs. They have fins, short thick armored fins like paddles, and they haul themselves with those and throw their bodies side to side like a snake. But it was fourteen feet long and it came up the broken rock of the riprap toward the foot of the guide wall in four big lunges, and then it was right below us, with its head up against the face of the guide wall and its jaw open, full of needles.

The guide wall was eight feet above the waterline there. It reared. Its head came up over the edge.

Kirsten stepped in front of Dale.



She put the shield up.

It came with her arm. Clean. Instant. Gold. It went up off her palm and across the edge of the guide wall, ten feet wide, a wall of light between the gar and Dale and me, and the gar’s head hit it.

It held.

The gar’s jaw hit the pane full on and stopped. I felt it in the wall under my boots, the impact. The shield didn’t bend. It didn’t flicker. It stood there, ribbed and gold and buzzing, and the gar’s teeth scraped down it, and it held.

The gar pulled back and hit it again.

It held.

“Noreen,” Kirsten said, calm. “Get around the side.”

Noreen was already moving. Down the guide wall, toward the far end of it, where she could get down onto the riprap beside the gar instead of in front of it.

“Behind the eye,” I said. “Where the gill plate hinges. There’s a seam. The shooter at the rail bridge put two rounds in it.”

Noreen nodded without looking back.

The gar hit the shield again. And again. It was beating on it now, the way the bull had beaten on it in the river at the bridge, reared up against the face of the guide wall with its head going back and forward, slamming. Boom. Boom. Every blow came up through the concrete.

Kirsten stood there.

She didn’t brace. That was what I watched. She stood there with her feet a shoulder-width apart and her arm out and her palm open, and the shield on it, and her shoulders loose. She wasn’t holding herself together against it. She wasn’t fighting her own class to get it through. It was just there. She was holding it the way you’d hold a door open for somebody. Easy.

Her right hand, out in front of her, holding the shield.

It wasn’t shaking.



Noreen got down onto the riprap at the end of the guide wall and came along the rocks toward the gar’s side.

It was hard going. The rocks were big and wet and slick with river moss, and the gar’s body was lashing back and forth across them as it reared against the shield, its tail thrashing in the water. She had to time it. Wait for the tail to go away from her, then move. Wait. Move.

It took her almost three minutes.

The whole time, Kirsten held the shield. Every blow. The gar hit it thirty times, forty. It hissed at it. It tried to come over it and the shield went up with it, Kirsten lifting her arm, and the pane rose and stayed in front of the gar’s face. It tried to come around the side and she turned her palm and the pane turned. It was as easy for her as tracking a pitch into a glove.

Three minutes. Clean. Every second of it.



Kayleigh lit a flare.

She’d come down the guide wall behind Noreen to the end of it, with her flare-pots and her new gloves, to light the gar’s face and blind it while Noreen got close. It was the right thing to do. She lit a pot and threw it down onto the riprap in front of the gar’s head, and the warm orange light came up off the wet rocks.

The gar pulled its head back from the shield, away from the light.

And its tail came around.

I saw it start. The gar pulled its head back and its whole long body bent the other way, the way a whip bends, and the tail came out of the water and around in a long fast arc across the riprap. Toward the end of the guide wall. Toward Kayleigh, standing at the edge of the wall with her second flare in her hand, looking down at where the first one had landed.

She didn’t see it. She was looking at the flare.

I’d come down the guide wall after her when she went, to call the seam for Noreen from closer, and I was ten feet off her. Still too far to get there. Too far to pull her down.

I put my hand out.



You see something coming and you put your hand out at it, even ten feet short, even when your hand can’t do anything.

Something went down my arm.

From somewhere inside me, under my breastbone, where I’d felt the floor plates of Marge hum the day before when Kirsten asked, something went down my right arm and out my palm. Warm. Fast. The feeling of a wire going live.

And there was light on my hand.

A pane of it. Hers. Her shield, cut down to the size of my two hands spread side by side, a shard of it. It wasn’t on my hand. It was out where I’d thrown it, at the lip of the guide wall between the tail and Kayleigh, the way her shield goes where she sends it.

The tail hit it.

It held. One second. The tail hit the little gold pane and stopped dead, and the shock of it came back up my arm into my shoulder like I’d caught a fastball bare-handed. Two seconds. The pane started to flicker. Three. Kayleigh turned around and saw the tail stopped in the air three feet from her face and threw herself backward onto the concrete. Four.

The pane went out.

The tail swept through the space where Kayleigh had been standing and hit nothing and went back into the water.

Noreen put her lance behind the gar’s eye.



[Ride-Along: Bulwark fragment, 4 seconds.]

I stood there on the guide wall with my hand out in front of me.

My hand didn’t work.

Neither of them did. Both of them. From the wrists down, they’d gone dead. Not numb like cold. Numb like you’ve slept on them all night and woken up and they belong to somebody else. I couldn’t feel my fingers. I tried to close my right hand and it closed about halfway and stopped, like it had forgotten how, and the fingers just hung there curled. My left hand was the same, and I hadn’t even used my left hand.

Then the pins and needles started.

All of it at once, both hands, wrist to fingertips, a million tiny hot points, like I’d stuck my hands in a hornet’s nest made of static. I stood there and held them up in front of my face and looked at them.

The gar was dead below us on the riprap with Noreen’s lance standing up behind its eye. Kayleigh was sitting on the concrete at the end of the guide wall with her hands over her mouth. Dale was standing beside me with his thermos.

And Kirsten.

Kirsten had let her shield go and turned around, and she was looking at me. At my face. At my hands, held up in front of me, fingers curled like dead spiders, and my face looking at them.

She started laughing.



I’d never heard anybody laugh like that. It came up out of her all at once, from the bottom of her, and doubled her over. She put her hands on her knees on the guide wall and laughed so hard she couldn’t stand up straight. Her braid swung. She was gasping.

“Your face,” she said. “Oh, my God. Your face, Lew.”

“I can’t feel my hands.”

“I know. I can see.” She was crying again, but laughing, tears running down her face. “You look like somebody handed you a baby and walked away.”

“I can’t feel my hands, Kirsten.”

“That was my shield.” She straightened up. She was still laughing, but she was looking at me now, at my hands, and her face was changing under the laugh. “That was mine. On your hand. I felt it go.”

“You felt it?”

“I felt it go out of me. Just a little piece. Like somebody borrowed a dollar out of my pocket.” She came over and took my right wrist in both her hands and held it, and looked at my curled dead fingers. “You put my shield on Kayleigh.”

“For four seconds.”

“For four seconds.” She looked up at me. “You can’t do that.”

“I just did it.”

“I know. I saw.” She started laughing again, low, at herself as much as at me, holding my wrist. “And now you can’t hold your coffee.”

Dale, beside us, unscrewed his thermos and poured a lid of coffee and held it out to me.

I looked at it. I looked at my hands.

“Huh,” Dale said, and took it back and drank it himself.



The feeling came back after about a minute. Pins and needles first, then heat, then my fingers came back one at a time, the little ones first and the thumbs last. I stood there on the guide wall flexing them while Noreen came back up it with her lance and Kayleigh behind her, white-faced.

“Thank you,” Kayleigh said to me. Her voice was very small. “I didn’t see it. I was watching the flare. I didn’t see it at all.”

“It’s all right.”

“That was yours.” She looked at Kirsten. “Wasn’t it? That was your shield.”

“That was mine,” Kirsten said. “He borrowed it.”

Kayleigh’s eyes went to my hands, opening and closing. Then she opened her mouth, and shut it again, and sat down on the guide wall and put her face in her gloves.



The Board lit at 6:09.

The whole crew was there. All of them, Noreen and Dee with her arm strapped up, Kayleigh, Jodie, Bev Pawlak and the two sisters. And not only Kirsten’s crew. The sheds had emptied.

I’d never seen it like this. The first night there’d been the wall women at the back of the square along the inner wall, maybe thirty, standing in their gear ready to go up. Tonight there were all of them. Sixty, seventy. Every woman on the wall and some who weren’t, women from the gardens, women from the sheds who did other things. They came down Lock Street in a long ragged column at six o’clock and in through the inner gate and filled the back of the square, three deep along the wall and spilling out into Front Street. They stood in their jackets and boots with their lances and pipes and bats.

They were quiet.

Grogan’s crew was on the inner gate. They didn’t stop anybody. There were too many.

I’d brought Marge up from the lock wall and parked her on Lock Street, outside the inner gate, on the flat, where I could see her through the gate from the square. Noreen had backed her in using the mirrors. Grogan was standing in the gateway with his toothpick, and he wasn’t looking at the square. He was looking out the gate at Marge.

At the front of the square, at the base of the Board, Krall stood in his fleece vest with Tuttle beside him. Around them, the paying families in their clean coats. Some of them had turned around and were looking at the back of the square, at the wall women, at seventy filthy women who’d never come to the Board in a crowd before.

Kirsten stood in the middle of the wall women, at the front of them, with her arms folded. I stood beside her.

The sun went off the top of the powerhouse.



The Board came up white from the base and flared at the top, and the square went still.

The names.

[Terry Hrabik: E -> D.]

Krall’s road crew at the front cheered, and slapped Terry on the back, and Terry grinned. Somebody at the back of the square, one of the wall women, said something under her breath that I didn’t catch, and the women around her laughed, low.

[Gina Ferencz: E -> D.]

A paying family. The woman with the two kids from the first night. Her husband kissed her.

[Hal Pietrzak: F -> E.]

Another. A man in a good coat.

Three names. The same as every night. Three names, all from the front.

The Board paused. It did that, between the names and the shelters. A beat. Like a breath.

And then a fourth name came up the column.

[Kirsten Halsey: D -> B.]



A woman near the front dropped a tin cup on the stones.

It rang across the whole square, bouncing, and nobody turned to look at it. Six hundred people and not one of them looked down. I could hear the wind coming over the inner wall. I could hear the spillway a quarter mile off.

D to B.

Two ranks. In one night. On the Board, in white light, twelve feet high, in front of the whole town.

Nobody went up two ranks in one night. Nobody. I’d been watching that Board every dusk since Day 2, and talking to Dale about it for ten days, and the most anybody had ever gone was one, and that was Krall’s road crew in the powerhouse at D, and it was rare enough that people cheered.

Kirsten Halsey, the wall captain, who had slept in shed nine at the F edge for forty-five nights and been capped there, banked there, walking toward Burnout there with three hard hot knots under her ribs. Who’d let go of her berth at the Gatestone yesterday morning in front of forty people. Who’d slept one night in a school bus in the county depot.

Beside me, she didn’t move. Her arms were still folded. She was looking at the Board, at her own name in white, and her face was completely still.

Then the square came apart.



It started at the back. With the wall women.

Somebody said, “B.” Out loud. Just one woman, behind me, saying it like she was reading it off a sign. “B.”

And somebody else said it. And somebody else. And then all of them, all seventy women along the back of the square, saying it, and then not saying it, shouting it. “B! B!” They were stamping. Somebody was beating a pipe on the stones. Bev Pawlak, beside me, had her hands up over her head and was yelling something that wasn’t words.

And the counting.

I heard it all around me, under the shouting. The wall women working it out loud to each other, the way they had the night Marge went E.

“One night. One night in the bus.”

“She was D. She was D for forty days. She was stuck at D.”

“E caps at B. The bus is E. E caps at B.”

“Two ranks. Two. In one night.”

“She let go of the sheds and she went up two.”

“What would I be? What would I be, if I’d been in that bus?”

That one went through them like a current. I heard it go. What would I be. Women turning to each other and asking it. Women who’d been on the wall since Day 3, since Day 6, every night, banking every kill, capped at E in the F-grade sheds. What would I be. And then turning, the whole back of the square, to look at the front of it. At the base of the Board.

At Darrell Krall.



He was standing exactly where he’d been, Tuttle beside him.

His face was shut.

I’d never seen him without the smile in twelve days. It had been on him in my bay that first night, on the Board steps after, in the yard at noon today when Kirsten said no. The smile had never moved.

It wasn’t there. His face stayed still and closed, like a gate. Like the inner gate at dusk, ground shut, chained. He was looking at the back of the square, at seventy women shouting B, and nothing was in his face at all.

Tuttle beside him was white again. He had his clipboard under his arm, the one he never wrote on. He was holding it against his chest with both his soft hands, like a man holding a door shut in a wind.

And over at the inner gate, Rudy Grogan was looking out at Marge on Lock Street. He had his back to the Board and the square both, and his eyes on the bus, and his thumbs hooked in his vest.

The last line came up the Board, and hardly anybody saw it.

[River Rift: Surge, 9 nights.]



Kirsten turned around.

She turned to me in the middle of the shouting, with seventy women around us stamping and yelling, and she took the front of my jacket in her fist. Her right hand. She took a fistful of my canvas work jacket and pulled me to her and kissed me.

In front of the whole square.

In front of the wall women and the paying families and Krall’s road crew and Grogan’s gate crew and Krall himself, under the Board with her name on it in white, she kissed me. Hard. Her mouth on mine and her fist in my jacket and her other hand on the back of my neck, holding me there. I put my hands on her waist. I didn’t think about anything. I kissed her back.

The shouting changed. It went up. It went up into something else, a roar, the wall women whooping, and somebody whistled through her fingers, and Dee was yelling, “Yes! Yes, Captain!” with her one good arm in the air.

Kirsten pulled back an inch. She didn’t let go of my jacket.

Then she turned her head and looked across the square, over the heads of the paying families, at the base of the Board, where Clem Tuttle stood with his clipboard against his chest.

“Clem,” she said.

The ballfield voice. The one that carried. It went across the square over the shouting and he heard it. Everybody heard it. The square went quiet again to hear the rest.

“I’m sleeping on the bus tonight,” Kirsten said.

She let go of my jacket, and took my hand, and walked me out of the square.


Chapter 13: Burn Barrels

Rings of rust and ash in the mud, one in front of every shed. Perfect circles, like somebody had lifted a glass off a wet table.

“Where’s the wood?” somebody said.

We’d come down Lock Street from the square in a long loose crowd, seventy women and me, with Kirsten’s hand still in mine and the last of the Board’s white going out over the inner wall behind us. Nobody was talking much. They’d done their shouting. Now they walked the way wall women walked at dusk, fast and heavy, boots slapping the asphalt, already thinking about the wall. The seams would open in half an hour.

At the top of the flats the path split. Right to the depot. Left to the sheds.

The women who’d gone left had stopped.

The outer sheds ran along the edge of the field in their long ragged row, twenty of them, numbered in white paint.

Every shed had had a burn barrel out front. A fifty-five-gallon drum with holes punched in the sides, black and rusted through at the bottom, sitting on a couple of cinderblocks. And every shed had had a woodpile along its side under a blue tarp, pallets and fence rails and split limbs off the cottonwoods along the river, whatever the women could carry back up the flats after a shift.

The barrels were gone.

The wood was gone. All of it. All twenty piles.

Where the barrels had stood there were only the rings. Where the woodpiles had been, long pale rectangles of flattened yellow grass. The blue tarps were still there. Somebody had folded them. They sat in neat squares on the cinderblocks, one in front of each shed, the way a motel folds the towel on the end of the bed.

That was the part that got me. The folding.

The women stood in the grass in front of the sheds and looked at it.

Nobody shouted. That surprised me. I’d heard them shout B in the square ten minutes ago loud enough to shake the glass in the powerhouse windows, and now they just stood there in a loose crowd in the blue light, seventy women in wall gear with their lances and pipes and bats, looking at the rings in the mud.

“My cot’s broke,” Bev Pawlak said. She said it to nobody. She was standing in front of shed thirteen with her shaved head bare in the cold and her big arms hanging. “My cot’s broke since Day 9. And now my fire’s gone.”

Somebody laughed, short and ugly. It wasn’t a laugh about anything funny.

Kirsten let go of my hand.

I hadn’t noticed she was still holding it. She let it go and walked out in front of the sheds and turned around and looked at all of them, and I watched her shoulders. They didn’t come up. They stayed where they’d been all afternoon, down and back. She just stood there in the grass and let them look at her.

“Okay,” she said. She didn’t need to be loud. “Okay. It’s gone. I see it. You see it.”

“He took our wood,” somebody said. “He took our fucking wood, Kirsten.”

“I know he did.”

“Because of you. Because of the Board.”

“I know,” Kirsten said. “That’s why he did it tonight. So you’d say that.” She looked across the crowd. “Wall’s in thirty minutes. We can be angry on the wall. It’s warmer up there anyway.”

That was when somebody laughed for real.

I crouched down by the ring in front of shed nine.

It’s an old habit. When something’s been moved, you look at how it was moved, because the way a thing was moved tells you who moved it. I put my fingers in the mud at the edge of the ring.

The barrel hadn’t been rolled. A rolled barrel leaves a long smooth track, the rim pressing a line into the dirt. This one had been tipped and dragged, rim first, about four feet, and the rim had bitten into the gravel under the mud in a short deep gouge, and then it had been lifted. Two men. I could see where they’d planted their feet to lift it, a deeper print on each side, toes in.

Then a barrow.

The track ran off toward the path. A single-wheel track, heavy-loaded, cutting into the soft ground between the sheds. I followed it ten feet with my hand down near the dirt and stopped over the rut.

Every four feet or so the rut got deeper by half an inch, a dent, a little hard knock pressed into the mud, then smooth again for four feet, then another dent. The same spacing every time.

I knew that knock.

A broken cord in the sidewall. The tire grows a lump where the cord’s gone, and every time the lump comes around it hits the ground a little harder than the rest of the tread does. On concrete you can hear it coming a hundred yards off: roll, knock, roll, knock. There was one barrow in Lock Nine with a tire like that. I’d heard it go past my bay door a dozen times a week since the Turn, a contractor’s wheelbarrow with a steel tray, and it lived at the gatehouse. There it was in the mud, knocking.

“Barrow went to Lock Street,” I said.

Kirsten came and stood over me.

“Gate crew’s,” I said. “It’s got a bad tire. You can hear it from my bay. They took the barrels in it and the wood in it, three or four trips at least, and they did it while you were all in the square.” I wiped my fingers on my rag. “Somebody knew the sheds would be empty tonight.”

“Everybody knew,” Kirsten said. “Seventy women walked past the powerhouse at six o’clock.”

“Then somebody saw seventy women walk past the powerhouse,” I said, “and sent a barrow.”

She looked down Lock Street toward the inner gate. The inner gate was a long way off from here, a dark shape in the dusk, but you could see the smoke over the wall behind it. The chimneys in the inner blocks. A few of them, every night, grey against the grey, for the families who had stoves. Tonight there were more than a few.

She didn’t say anything about the smoke.

“There’s pallets behind the bay,” I said. “Forty, fifty. I’ve been splitting them for Marge’s stove. Take what you need at the change.”

“That’s your wood.”

“It’s pallets,” I said.



I went back to the depot to put Marge in ANCHOR.

Dee was on the step with her arm strapped across her chest in Kayleigh’s belt, swearing at the sling. Jodie was in her bunk with her wire. Neither of them was going up tonight. Dee because her shoulder had been out of its socket two nights ago and Kayleigh had told her ten days, maybe five for a [Brawler], and Dee had said five, and Kayleigh had said ten, and Kirsten had said Kayleigh. Jodie because she was still at the line, and nobody was going to put her on a wall at the line again as long as Kirsten was captain.

I was at the bay door when I heard the chain.

It’s a sound you know if you’ve ever worked a yard. A length of steel chain running through a gate frame. The links clinking, and then the rasp as it pulls tight, and the heavy clack of a padlock’s shackle going home.

I walked over.

The shed-side gate was the gate in the depot’s chain-link at the top of the flats, the one the crew used to come down from the sheds, the one Kirsten had walked me through yesterday morning on the way back from the Gatestone. Two leaves of chain-link on a pipe frame, eight feet high. A gate crew kid was standing at it in his orange vest, threading a new chain through both leaves and around the post. Bright chain, half-inch, the zinc still on it. A new padlock, brass, the size of my fist.

It was the young one. The one with the scrubby beard who’d stood at my fence with a flashlight and counted Marge’s windows. The one who’d looked back over his shoulder at her twice when Grogan’s crew walked out of my yard.

He saw me coming and stopped with the padlock in his hand.

“Evening,” I said.

“Evening, Mr. Mrozek.”

Nobody had called me Mr. Mrozek since the county.

“What’s your name?”

He thought about whether he ought to tell me. “Tyler,” he said. “Tyler Gorski.”

“What are you doing, Tyler?”

He swallowed. “Darrell says this gate stays chained. Dusk to dawn. Nobody walks the yard after dark. On account of safety.” He said it the way Grogan had said safe-zone property in my yard three days ago. Somebody else’s words in his mouth, set down there carefully so they wouldn’t break. “And the fuel’s going to the inner blocks. On account of it’s short. The barrels too. Darrell says the families need them more, with the cold coming.”

“The families got stoves,” I said.

“Yes sir.”

“And the women on the wall have got a hole in the ground with ashes in it.”

He looked down at the padlock in his hand.

I listened to him.

He was maybe twenty. Big hands, chapped red, a kid who’d worked outdoors before the Turn, a farm kid or a landscaper. He was breathing fast and shallow up high in his chest, and the hand holding the padlock had a fine shake in it that had nothing to do with cold. Grogan’s weight had sat back on his heels in my yard. This kid was up on his toes, ready, the way a kid stands when he’s been told to do something and expects to get hit for it, from one side or the other.

He hadn’t wanted the barrow. He hadn’t wanted the chain. Somebody had handed him both.

“Lock it,” I said.

He looked up.

“Go on. Lock it. It’s your job.”

He put the padlock through two links and closed it. Clack.

I didn’t go get the bolt cutters. They were hanging on the pegboard by the bay door twenty yards away, the same ones I’d taken to my own depot gate the night of the flatbed. I thought about them. I thought about cutting the chain in front of him right now and walking back to the bay, and how long it would take Grogan to send somebody with another chain. An hour. Maybe less. A chain cut at dusk with nobody watching is a chain they hang back up by nine.

A chain cut at dawn in front of seventy women stays cut.

“Thank you, Tyler,” I said.

He didn’t know what to do with that. He nodded, and put the key in his vest pocket, and walked off up the fence line toward the main gate fast, not looking back this time.



Kirsten was at the bay door when I came back, with her crew behind her. Noreen with her lance. Kayleigh with her flare-pots on her belt and her new gloves. Her braid was tight, and her jacket was zipped to the throat, and she had a box of shotgun shells in her hand.

“They chained the gate,” I said.

“I heard.” She looked at the chain from across the yard. “Dusk to dawn?”

“That’s what the kid says.”

“So we come off the wall at the change and can’t get in.” She looked at it a while longer. “He doesn’t want us sleeping on your bus.”

“No.”

“Okay.” She put the box of shells in her jacket pocket. “We’ll deal with it at the change.”

“You’re going up,” I said.

“I’m going up.”

“You told Clem Tuttle in front of six hundred people you were sleeping on the bus tonight.”

“I am,” she said. “At dawn.”

“Kirsten.”

“Five and six covered seven last night. I’m not asking them twice.” She said it the way she counted heads at the dawn change. “And Darrell took their barrels tonight because of me. Every woman on that wall is going to be cold tonight because I went up on the Board. I’m going to be up there when they’re cold.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Besides. I want to see what it does.”

“What what does?”

She held up her right hand. Open. Still.

“This,” she said.



I went up with them.

I put Marge in ANCHOR first, and the honeycomb came up thick on the glass, and Dee lay down on the rear bench with her arm across her chest and said she wasn’t sleeping, she was resting her eyes, and that she’d bet anybody a ration of coffee the shield went ten yards.

“Ten feet,” Jodie said from her bunk. “That’s what she did on the lock wall.”

“That was in the daytime against a fish,” Dee said. “Fish don’t count. Ten yards on the wall. Wall’s harder.”

“Twenty,” Jodie said.

Dee lifted her head off the bench. “Twenty?”

“Twenty yards.”

“Nobody does twenty.”

“It’s a bet,” Jodie said, and put her head back down on her wire.

I’d never heard her bet on anything. I’d never heard her say more than six words in a row that weren’t about snares. I stood at the top of Marge’s steps and looked back at her in her bunk, Jodie Wozniak with her hollow face less hollow, and she’d shut her eyes, and she was smiling into her wire.

“Lew,” Kirsten said from the yard. “Daylight.”

I went.



Dusk had been 6:09. The Board had lit right on it. By the time we got up the rebar ladder onto the walkway behind section seven it was 6:20. The ridge took its eleven minutes off the dusk down on the river, and it was dark down there already, and up on top of the wall it was the last grey of the day, cold and going.

I walked the wall.

I’d done it every wall night since section seven fell. All the way from the main gate to the lock approach, a mile and a quarter of earth-and-steel, with my lance in my left hand and my right palm flat on the parapet. You learn a structure the same way you learn an engine: you put your hand on it every day until you know what it sounds like when it’s well, and then you’ll know when it isn’t.

The steel was cold enough to sting. It rang under my palm in long low tones, panel to panel, the tiebacks behind each one taking the river wind and passing it down into the ground. Tight, every one. At the bend, where seven turned toward the lock, Gretchen’s new anchors rang deeper than the old ones, doubled, set eight feet into the clay. Solid as a bridge pier.

Five was different.

Section five was a long straight run, three hundred yards of it, the longest straight stretch on the outer wall, running across the low ground between the gardens and the old Corps parking lot. I’d walked it a dozen times. Tonight, at the third post from the north end, I stopped.

There was a seam there. Two panels welded together at a post, the bead running top to bottom. And the bead had a note in it. High. Thin. Like a bandsaw blade tensioned a turn too far. It wasn’t in the steel on either side. It was in the weld.

I took my hand off and put it back. It was still there.



Gretchen was on four.

She was always on the wall at dusk. She didn’t fight. She walked the walkways with her level and her sledge and her tool belt and a bucket of tie-back pins, and when something bent, she unbent it. I found her by the light of a road flare a hundred yards down from five, on her knees on the walkway with both hands flat on a panel, making a dent come out of it with that slow grinding drone of hers, like a gravel truck dumping its bed slow two blocks away.

“Five,” I said. “Third post from the north end. The weld at the post.”

She didn’t look up. “What about it?”

“It’s singing.”

“Singing how?”

“High. It’s carrying more than it should. Like the bead’s thin in the middle.”

She took her hands off the panel and sat back on her heels and looked at me in the flare light. The cap was pulled down to her eyebrows. Her face was red from the cold.

“I welded that seam on Day 22 in the rain with a generator that kept cutting out,” she said. “It’s probably thin in the middle.”

“Can you fix it?”

“Not before the seams open.”

“Then they’re going to pile there,” I said. “It’s the longest straight run on the wall. Somewhere in that run there’s going to be a pile tonight, and if it’s at that post, that weld goes.”

She stood up. She picked up her sledge.

“Show me,” she said.

We didn’t make it before the seams.

We were halfway down five when the river went. I felt it in the parapet under my palm before I heard it, a shiver all down the steel, the way a building feels when a truck goes by outside. Then the sound came up off the water. It’s like nothing else. Like the whole length of the Ohio taking a breath through its teeth. The seams opening. Long cracks of something that wasn’t light, along the bank and in the shallows and out in the channel, and the husks coming up out of them.

Pale eyes. Hundreds. Coming up the river grass toward the wall.

“Go,” Gretchen said. “I’ve got the weld. Go to your captain.”

“You can’t do it with them on it.”

“I’ve done it with them on it before.” She was already moving, down the walkway toward the third post, with her sledge on her shoulder. “Go, mechanic. You can’t do anything here but stand next to me.”

She was right. I went.



Seven was the bend and the lock approach, the hardest section on the wall, and the husks came at it first, the way they always did, because the bend was low ground and the lock approach was open water. They came up out of the grass in a wave, pale and fast in the dark, and hit the bottom of the wall and started to climb.

Kirsten was in the middle of the walkway.

She didn’t brace.

I saw that before I saw anything else. The first night I stood on this wall, I’d watched her plant her boots and set her shoulders up around her ears and hold her arm out like a woman holding a door shut against a flood. She’d fought her own class to get the shield out of her. Every night since, I’d watched her do it.

She didn’t do it now.

She walked to the parapet. She put her arm out like a woman reaching for a cup on a shelf.

And the shield came.

It came off her palm and kept coming. Ten feet wide, the way it had been on the lock wall, and then it didn’t stop. It ran along the top of the parapet in both directions like water poured on a level, gold and ribbed and thick, and it kept going. Twenty feet. Forty. Down past Noreen on her left and Kayleigh on her right and on past the next two women on the walkway, past the place where the walkway turned at the bend, and around the bend, following the wall.

It stopped. It stood there on top of the wall in the dark, a long pane of honey-gold light from the parapet to six feet above it, buzzing low and steady like a substation in summer. I paced it later. I walked it end to end and counted my strides. Twenty yards. A little over.

Up and down section seven, the women stopped fighting to look at it.

The husks hit it.

They came up the wall face in their pale climbing pile and reached the top of the parapet and reached for the walkway and hit the shield, and they bounced. They hit the gold and stopped like they’d run into a pane of glass at full speed, and fell back. Down the wall face, onto the ones coming up behind them. The pile came apart under them. It didn’t get to be a pile.

A woman down the line from Kayleigh said, “Holy God.”

Kirsten stood there with her arm out.

She wasn’t shaking.



The first mudback came at it at 7:10.

Box-truck size. The biggest I’d seen since the bull at the bridge. It came up out of the lock approach dragging itself on its legs, slow, its eyestalks swinging, and it didn’t bother with the husks. It went straight up the slope at the bend where the old wall had fallen and the new anchors went deep, and it reared up against the wall face, and it put its claw on the parapet.

On the shield.

The claw hit the gold. And stopped.

I felt it. I had my hand on the parapet and I felt the claw hit, the weight of a box truck coming down on a pane of light, and I felt the wall under the shield. Nothing. The shield didn’t pass it to the steel. It took the whole hit itself and held it, the way a good bridge abutment takes a truck, and the wall behind it didn’t even ring.

The mudback stood there with its claw against the gold and its eyestalks swinging.

It didn’t understand. You could see it not understand. It pulled the claw back and hit again, and the shield took that too, and it made its sound, that crushing compactor grind, and backed down off the wall a few feet and sat there in the dark with the husks climbing around it.

“Kayleigh,” Kirsten said. “Light it.”

Kayleigh threw a flare-pot over the shield. It went through like the shield wasn’t there, which was a thing I hadn’t known it could do, a thing Kirsten hadn’t known either, judging by her face. The pot landed in the mud at the mudback’s front legs and burst orange.

The mudback reared back from the light. All its weight went onto its back legs on the slope at the bend, where the mud was churned to soup, and its back legs slid.

“Now,” I said. “It’s off its feet. Push.”

Kirsten leaned her palm forward an inch.

The shield leaned with it. The whole twenty yards of gold tipped out over the parapet like a door swinging open, and the bottom edge of it caught the mudback across the face of its shell and kept going. It didn’t strike. It shoved, slow and enormous, a wall of light walking forward, and the mudback went over backward off the slope with its claws in the air and its legs scrabbling at nothing, and rolled, and rolled again, down the whole bank into the lock approach. The water took it with a sound like a car going off a pier.

It didn’t come back up.

Kirsten looked at her hand. Then down the slope at the water.

“That’s new,” Noreen said, beside her, and it was the most surprised I ever heard her sound.



By eight o’clock the other sections had heard.

Word goes down a wall in the dark the same way it goes through a safe zone in the daytime. Women calling it to each other between fights. I heard it go. Seven’s got a shield. Twenty yards. It’s not flickering. Mudbacks are bouncing. And the women on six, who’d been fighting their own fight in the dark a hundred yards off, started looking over.

The section six captain came down the walkway herself. A tall woman with a grey braid and a fire axe. I’d seen her at the Board. She stood behind Kirsten and looked down the length of the gold for a long time.

“That’s twenty yards,” she said.

“About that,” Kirsten said, without turning around.

“You were D two nights ago, and you couldn’t keep it up for a whole tail.”

“I was.”

The six captain looked at it some more. Then she turned and gave me, standing behind Kirsten, the once-over you give a man who’s done something you can’t account for.

She grunted. “Twenty yards,” she said again, to nobody, and went back to six.



I left Kirsten at nine and walked the wall again.

There wasn’t much I could do on seven. Seven didn’t need me. Seven had a twenty-yard shield and two lancers and a [Kindler], and the tiebacks under it were Gretchen’s newest and rang like new piano wire. I listened to them once and went on.

Six was all right. Six had a corner at the north end where it met five, and the anchors at the corner were complaining a little, a grinding note I could feel when the husks hit. I told the grey-braided captain. She didn’t argue. She moved two women to the corner.

Then five.

I could hear Gretchen before I saw her. That grinding drone, coming up the walkway, and under it the noise of a pile. A lot of husks in one place, the sound of them climbing each other, a wet scrabbling, like rats in a wall.

The pile was at the third post.

Of course it was.

The five crew was fighting it. Eight women along the walkway, with lances and a shotgun and a fire, holding the top of it. And the pile was high. Higher than the parapet on the outside. Husks stacked up the wall face ten deep, the ones at the bottom crushed flat, the ones at the top reaching over.

Gretchen was on her knees on the walkway at the third post with both hands on the seam.

The weld was screaming.

I could hear it from fifty feet away. Not singing. Screaming, high and thin and getting higher, the bead in the middle of the seam carrying the whole weight of that pile and not built for it. It came up through the walkway into my boots like a dentist’s drill.

“It’s going,” I said.

“I know it’s going.”

“It’s going in a minute, Gretchen.”

“Then shut up and let me work,” she said, without opening her eyes.

I knelt down beside her.

I wasn’t a [Wallwright]. I couldn’t make steel move. But I put my hand flat on the panel beside her hands, below the seam, and I could hear where it was going to go. It was one spot, about two feet up from the walkway, where the bead was thinnest and the load from the pile was coming in from the outside like somebody leaning on a door.

“Lower,” I said. “Two feet up. Your left. That’s where it starts.”

She moved her hands.

The drone came up out of her. Deep, long, grinding. I felt it go into the steel under my palm. The seam got hot, the way a pipe gets hot with hot water running in it, a heat that moved. It moved down from her palms into the thin place in the bead, and I felt the thin place change. It thickened. The steel on either side of the seam ran into it like candle wax running into a crack, slow, heavy, and the scream in the bead dropped to a whine. It was still there, but it had come down.

“More,” I said. “It’s still carrying it.”

“I’m giving it more.”

“It needs a rib. Like the skirts. Across the seam.”

“I know what it needs, mechanic.”

She moved her hands again. Apart. Six inches. And something came up out of the panel between them, under my palm, a ridge, two inches high, running sideways across the seam, the way the ribs had come up out of the plate in my yard.

The whine went down to a note.

The note went down to nothing.

The panel rang, under my hand, the same as the panels on either side of it. Tight. A wall.

Gretchen took her hands off it.

She knelt there with her eyes shut, breathing. Her face in the flare light was grey under the red. Sweat on her upper lip in the cold. On the other side of the panel the pile of husks reached the top of the parapet, and the five crew put lances into them, and they fell back, and the wall didn’t move.

“Okay,” Gretchen said. She opened her eyes. “Okay. That’ll hold till morning.”

“Then what?”

“Then I’ll cut it out and weld it right. Two feet up. Left side. You could hear that.”

“I could hear it.”

She looked at my hand, still flat on the panel.

“I’m going to need you on every wall I build,” she said, and got up, and picked up her sledge.



I went back to seven. It was past one.

Kirsten’s shield was still up.

Seven hours. It hadn’t come down once, not for the husks and not for the three mudbacks that had come up the bend and sat in front of it until the flares or the lances or the slope took them. The women on seven had stopped watching it. That was how I knew it was real. By one in the morning nobody looked at it anymore. They fought in front of it and around it and through it with their lances, and it was just there, like a wall.

There was a lull at two. They come in waves. A big push from the river and then nothing for twenty minutes, the pale eyes back in the grass, waiting, the way the river goes quiet between barges.

Kirsten let the shield down for the lull and turned around and leaned her back against the parapet and slid down it until she was sitting on the walkway.

I sat down beside her.

“Coffee,” she said.

I’d brought a thermos. Of course I’d brought a thermos. I unscrewed it and poured the lid full and handed it to her and she drank it in one long pull and handed it back, and I filled it again and drank it myself, and it was terrible, burnt and lukewarm, and I drank it like it was the last coffee in Ohio.

“Twenty yards,” she said.

“Twenty-one. I paced it.”

“Of course you paced it.” She leaned her head back against the steel. “Jodie’s going to be unbearable.”

“Dee’s going to say it doesn’t count because she wasn’t there to see it.”

“Dee’s going to say that.” She closed her eyes. “Seven hours. You know what that feels like?”

“No.”

“It feels like being nineteen.” She was quiet for a second. “First game after Christmas break. You haven’t caught in six weeks, and you go out and squat down behind the plate and your knees don’t hurt. Your back doesn’t hurt. Your hands don’t hurt. And you catch the whole first inning and you think, oh, right, this is what it’s supposed to feel like. I forgot.” She opened her eyes and looked at the dark over the river. “I forgot what it was supposed to feel like, Lew. I forgot for forty-five nights.”

I didn’t say anything.

“What’s it feel like from your side?” she said. “When you put your hand on me. Now.”

I thought about it.

“Like a new pump,” I said. “You put a new fuel pump on an old engine that’s been running on a bad one for a year, and you turn the key, and the engine doesn’t know what to do with itself. It’s been fighting so long. It idles high for a while. It doesn’t trust it.”

“I’m idling high.”

“You’re idling a little high.”

She laughed, low. “And the third one?”

“Still there. Still quiet. Still waiting on a bigger cap.” I looked at her. “It’s not going anywhere, Kirsten.”

“I know.” She held up her right hand in front of her face and looked at it in the dark. “I keep checking this. All night. I put the shield down and I hold my hand out and I look at it. I’m waiting for it to start again.”

“It won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know that,” I said.

She turned her head against the steel and looked at me for a while.

“You always this sure?” she said. “About what’s going on inside other people?”

“My ex-wife thought so.” I turned the empty thermos lid over in my hands. “Three years ago she sat me down at the kitchen table and told me I loved things that could be fixed more than things that couldn’t. Then she packed the car.” I set the lid down on the walkway. “I never did come up with a good answer for her.”

Kirsten didn’t say anything for a second. Out on the river the grass was still.

“Lucky for me I’m the kind that can be,” she said.

She reached out and took my hand off my knee and put it on her thigh, and left her own hand on top of it, and we sat like that on the walkway until the river started breathing again.



Here’s the part I’d leave out if I were telling it to look good.

It didn’t matter that the shield was up. It didn’t matter that I’d heard the five weld before it went and that Gretchen had fixed it, or that seven hadn’t lost a foot of walkway. Every time the river breathed and the pale eyes came up out of the grass, something in my stomach went cold and tight and stayed that way until they went back. Forty-some dusks and I still wasn’t used to them. I was afraid of this one too. It turned out that a twenty-yard shield and a woman’s hand on yours didn’t fix that. They just gave you something else to hold onto while you were afraid.

I didn’t tell her. She probably knew.



The last push came at four.

It was a big one. The biggest of the night. The husks came up out of the grass in a mass so thick you couldn’t see the ground under them, and there were two mudbacks in it, and the second mudback was different.

It didn’t come at the shield.

It came up the bend, the way the others had, and stopped at the bottom of the slope, and looked. Its eyestalks swung. They went along the shield from one end to the other. Slowly. All twenty yards. And stopped at the end. The south end, where the shield met the bend and stopped, and the walkway went on around the bend without it.

Where Kayleigh was.

Kayleigh was at the very end of the shield, past the edge of it, with her flare-pots, because that was where the light needed to go.

The mudback’s back legs settled.

All of them at once. The back end went down six inches.

“Kirsten,” I said. “End of the line. It’s going for the end.”

She didn’t ask me how I knew. She didn’t look. She moved her hand, barely.

She turned her open palm a few degrees to the left, the way you’d turn a garden hose, and the south end of the shield bent. It came off the line of the parapet and swung out and around the bend, following the walkway, five yards, ten, a curve of gold coming around the corner like a door swinging shut, and it was between Kayleigh and the slope when the tail came over.

The tail hit it.

The air rang with it, more than the shield did. The tail was as thick as a telephone pole and it hit the curved pane of light with a crack like a dropped I-beam, and the shield held it, and the tail slid off the curve and went back down the slope, and the mudback overbalanced on its settled legs and rolled half over in the mud.

Kayleigh stood there behind the gold with a flare-pot in her hand and her mouth open.

“Light it,” Kirsten said.

Kayleigh lit it.

The six captain came down the walkway again a little after that.

She kept quiet this time. She just stood behind Kirsten and watched the shield, which was curved around the bend now in a long bright crook, like a shepherd’s staff laid along the top of the wall. Then she looked at me.

“It knew where the end was,” she said.

“It looked for it,” I said. “It went along the whole thing and found the end.”

“Mudbacks don’t do that.”

“That one did.”

She thought about that. She didn’t like it. Neither did I. Then she went back to six without saying anything else, and I put it away in the back of my head, the way you put away a noise in an engine that you’ll have to come back to.



The husks went back into the river at 6:22.

The sky had come up grey and then white behind the far ridge, and the pale eyes in the grass went out one by one, the way they do, not all at once, like a town turning its porch lights off. The pile at the bottom of seven slid back down into the water. The last mudback dragged itself into the lock approach and sank.

Kirsten let the shield go.

It went out all at once, clean as a switch.

She stood there in the dawn at the parapet with her arm coming down to her side, and I looked at her.

It was cold. The coldest morning since I’d come up on the wall. There was frost on the parapet and on the walkway, and the women’s breath was smoking, and the river was smoking too, mist coming off the water in long white strands. And Kirsten was steaming.

She’d been working all night. Seven hours of holding the shield, and then the fight under it, the shotgun, the stock, the pump. She’d unzipped her jacket some time after two. Now it hung open, and her tank top under it was soaked through, grey cotton gone dark, stuck to her, and the cold was coming off the river and hitting the heat of her and steam was coming up off her in the white light. Off her shoulders. Off her neck. Off the tops of her breasts above the tank top’s neckline, where the cotton was pulled tight and dark with sweat, and her nipples were hard against it from the cold, and the steam came up off her skin there and went away in the wind.

She looked like something that had come out of a forge.

Her braid was coming loose. Gold strands stuck to her neck. She put her hand up and pushed them back and turned around and caught me looking.

She didn’t look away. She didn’t zip the jacket. She stood there with her hand in her hair and the steam coming off her and looked at me with those dark-rimmed eyes, very level.

“You can stare at me later,” she said.

“Okay.”

“Later. Not on my wall.” She almost smiled. She didn’t let it out on the wall. “On my wall I’m the captain.”

“And later?”

She thought about it.

“Later you can do whatever you want,” she said, and went down the walkway past me to count her crew.



We came down off the wall at the dawn change, all of us. Seven and five and six, and some of four. A lot more than came down most mornings. The sections were mixed together on the flats in the grey light, women walking in clumps, filthy and quiet the way they always were, and they weren’t going left toward the sheds.

They were following Kirsten.

She walked down the path toward the depot with her crew around her and me beside her, and I heard them behind us. Boots in the frost. Somebody asking somebody what time it was. Somebody laughing. I looked back once. There were maybe twenty of them strung out on the path behind us, and more coming.

Bev Pawlak. The two sisters from section four. Four women from five, one with a cut on her cheek that Kayleigh had taped. The grey-braided captain from six, walking a little apart from the others with her fire axe on her shoulder.

We got to the shed-side gate.

The chain was on it. Tyler Gorski’s bright new half-inch zinc chain, wrapped three times around both leaves and the post, with the brass padlock hanging off it at waist height, frost on the brass.

Everybody stopped.

I’d been planning to go get the bolt cutters. I’d had it all worked out since dusk, standing in front of Tyler while he locked it. Go through the bay door from the outside, get the cutters off their hook on the pegboard just inside it, walk back out in front of everybody and cut it.

I didn’t get the chance.

Gretchen came down the line.

She came down from the back of the crowd, where she’d walked down off five with her bucket and her sledge, and the women moved out of her way without being asked. She had her knit cap pulled down and her tool belt on, and her face was still grey from the night, and she walked straight up to the gate and looked at the chain.

She reached into her tool belt and took out a cold chisel.

A big one. An inch-wide blade, ten inches long, mushroomed at the striking end from a lot of years of being hit. She set the edge of it on one of the links where the chain crossed the gatepost, so the post was behind it, steel against steel. She held it there in her left hand. She took the sledge off her shoulder in her right.

She swung once.

The link bent. The ring of it went across the flats like a bell.

She set the chisel again, on the same link, on the bend. She swung again.

The link opened.

The chain came off the gate in a long rattle and fell in the frost at her feet in a pile, and the padlock went with it, still locked, and lay there.

Gretchen looked at it. Then she put the chisel back in her belt.

“I’ll hang on to this,” she said, to nobody in particular, and pushed the gate open with her boot.

Behind me, somebody started clapping.

Just one person. It went on for a few claps, alone, in the cold, and then somebody else did it, and then a lot of people, twenty-some wall women standing in the frost at the shed-side gate at a quarter to seven in the morning clapping for a chain lying on the ground.

Gretchen didn’t turn around. She walked through the gate into the depot yard with her sledge back on her shoulder and went straight to the wash bay tap, and turned it on, and put her face under it.

Kirsten walked through after her. Then her crew. Then me.

Then the rest of them.

They came up Marge’s steps one at a time.

I stood in the bay with the droplight on and watched them do it. Dee was sitting up on the rear bench, awake, with her arm in its sling and her face suspicious. Jodie was sitting up in her bunk.

“Twenty-one yards,” Noreen said to Jodie, going past her.

Jodie shut her eyes and smiled.

“Bullshit,” Dee said. “I didn’t see it. It doesn’t count if I didn’t see it.”

“You owe her a ration,” Noreen said.

“I don’t owe anybody anything. I wasn’t there.”

“Twenty-one yards, Ramsdell. I watched him pace it. Six crew watched him pace it.”

Dee squinted up at me from the bench. I nodded.

“Fuck,” Dee said, with feeling, and lay back down.

The women went up Marge’s steps one at a time past me, and when the tenth one went up, there were still women standing in the bay behind me who hadn’t.

Twelve bunks. Mine. Kirsten’s. Ten more. And the rear bench, and the first two rows of seats on the right side across from the stove.

Dee and Jodie made two. Noreen and Kayleigh made four. Bev and the two sisters, seven. Three women from five, ten. The six captain, eleven. One more woman from four, a short woman in a hunting jacket I’d never seen before, twelve.

Behind me in the bay, four more women standing in the droplight. And three more at the bay door. And through the bay door, out in the yard by the gate, others, who hadn’t come in. Who were just standing there, looking at the bus.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s full.”

The four in the bay went still. Out in the yard, somebody’s boots scraped on the concrete and stopped.

One of them was the woman from five with the taped cheek. Young, maybe thirty, short dark hair, a lance with a blade that had been sharpened so many times it was half the width it had started. She stood there in the droplight and looked at Marge, at the honeycomb on the glass and the stove light coming through the door.

“Can I ask?” she said.

I knew what she meant. Everybody in the bay knew what she meant.

“Ask what?”

“To ride.” She said it fast, like she had to get it out before somebody stopped her. “The captain asked. And she went D to B. If I ask. If we all ask.”

The bay was very quiet. Up on the bus, the conversation had stopped. I could feel them all listening, twelve women in their bunks and seats, and the ones in the door behind me.

I thought about how to say it. I’d known this was coming since the square. I’d known it since the night Marge went E, when the wall women said B to each other along the back of the square like a word they’d never heard. I’d been thinking about it all night on the wall between the pushes, and I still didn’t have it worked out right.

“The berth’s not a bunk,” I said. “It’s not a bed.” I looked at the bus. “A berth means you ride. With her. Wherever she goes.”

“Where’s she going?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “Somewhere. She moves. That’s the whole thing about her. Someday she’s going to go down the river road and not come back here, and the women berthed to her are going to be on her when she does.” I looked at the woman with the taped cheek. “I can’t take seventy women down the river road in a school bus.”

Behind me, up in the bus, the stove ticked.

I pointed at the bay door, at the women standing in it, and then up at the bunks.

“Tomorrow there’s room,” I said.

The woman with the taped cheek looked at me hard.

Then she nodded, once. She didn’t look happy. She didn’t look unhappy either. She looked like somebody who’d added it up twice and knew it was right and didn’t like the answer.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She turned around and went out of the bay with the other three, and the ones in the door went with them, and I heard them go up the flats toward the sheds in the cold, toward the rust rings in the mud where their fires had been.

I stood there and listened to them go.

Then I went and got the pallets from behind the bay, all of them, and stacked them on the cart Gretchen had brought the steel on, and pushed it out the shed-side gate and up the flats after them.



When I came back Kirsten was running the bus.

She was standing in the aisle by the stove with her jacket off and her braid down her back, in her soaked tank top, and she was running it like a wall.

“Boots,” she was saying. “Every pair by the step. In a row. If you have to get up in the dark you’re going to want to know where your boots are, and you’re not going to want to fall over somebody else’s.” She pointed. “Watch. Two-hour shifts by the door. Somebody’s always awake. Somebody’s always got the stove. Noreen’s first because she’s going to say she can’t sleep anyway.”

“I can’t sleep anyway,” Noreen said.

“I know. Then Linda.” That was the six captain. “Then the Duda girls.” The sisters. “Stove gets fed every hour, two pieces, split, not whole, because whole doesn’t burn right in that box and he’ll yell at you.”

“I don’t yell,” I said from the steps.

“He’ll look at you,” Kirsten said. “It’s worse. Lights out in ten minutes.” She looked around the bus at twelve women in their bunks and seats, looking back at her. “Questions.”

“Where do you sleep?” Bev Pawlak said from a top bunk.

Kirsten didn’t even blink.

“Back there,” she said, and pointed at my bunk with the curtain. “Lights out in ten minutes.”



Marge had been in ANCHOR since dusk.

The honeycomb lay gold and thick on the glass, all the way down the bus, every window. The chord came up out of the core housing behind the driver’s seat and down through the floor and into the bunk frames, and I felt it go into every one of them, a faint ring in the angle steel. Twelve women lay down in it.

They went under one at a time. I listened to it happen. Long and slow and down. Bev Pawlak, who hadn’t slept lying down in weeks until the bunks went in, went first, like somebody had pulled a plug. The six captain went last, sitting on the rear bench with her fire axe across her knees, and her head went back against the window, and her mouth fell open, and she was gone.

[Marge: Guests 12. Rest Stop: active.]

I read it standing at the top of the steps. I’d known what it would say. It still caught me on the number.



Noreen was by the door on the first watch, sitting on the top step with her lance across her knees and the stove at her back. I sat down on the step below her with the coffee pot.

She held out her mug. I filled it.

We sat there a while. The yard was grey and cold. Frost on the dead buses. The wash bay tap was still running a little where Gretchen had left it, and I’d have to go turn it off.

“Can I ask you something,” Noreen said.

“Sure.”

“Straight.”

“Sure, Noreen.”

She looked into her mug. “Should I ask?”

I knew what she meant, and I didn’t make her say it.

“I’ve been on that wall since Day 6,” she said. “Same as her. I’ve been on it every night she has. I’ve got the same knots in me she had, I bet. Not as bad, maybe. I don’t know. You’d know.” She drank. “I never asked anybody for anything in my life. Not on the route, not here. I’m asking you. Should I ask?”

I thought about it. I thought about it a long time, because she deserved that.

“Marge caps at B,” I said. “Right now. That’s what she’d give you. One night, and whatever you’ve got banked goes in, up to B. Same as Kirsten.”

Noreen nodded.

“And it’s your choice,” I said. “Not mine. You ask, I’ll say yes. I’ll say yes to you, Noreen, any day. That’s not the question.”

“What’s the question?”

“The question is whether you want to ride,” I said. “Not whether you want to sleep warm. You can sleep warm without asking. You can sleep warm right here every day till the end of the world, and I’ll make the coffee. The berth means you go where she goes. And I’m not going to be anybody’s way out of a cold shed in exchange for anything, the berth or anything else.” I looked at her. “You don’t owe me anything for a bunk. Nobody does. That’s the whole difference between this bus and that powerhouse.”

Noreen looked at me over her mug.

Her face didn’t move. It never did. That dry face that never laughed at anything she thought was funny. But something in it set, like concrete.

She nodded.

“Okay,” she said.

She didn’t ask.

She drank her coffee and looked out at the yard, and after a while she said, “Doesn’t mean I’m not driving her.”

“I know.”

“I’m driving her on the Surge.”

“I know you are, Noreen.”

“Good,” she said. “Go to bed, Mrozek.”



I went down the aisle in the stove light between twelve sleeping women.

Kirsten was in my bunk with the curtain pulled half shut, on her back, one arm over her eyes the way she slept. She’d taken the wet tank top off and put on the flannel shirt I’d left hanging on the bunk frame, my old red-and-black one, and nothing else, and it came down to the tops of her thighs. Her hair was all the way out of the braid, spread across my pillow. She was asleep. Deeply. Long and slow and down.

One bare foot had come out from under the blanket and hung off the end of the mattress, loose at the ankle, the way you only let a foot hang when you aren’t expecting to have to stand on it fast.

I stood there and looked at her. Then I looked up, past her, through the honeycomb on the window over the bunk.

You could see the inner blocks from the back of the depot, over the inner wall’s long grey back, a quarter mile off. Rooftops and chimneys in the white morning. And from the chimneys, smoke. A dozen thick white columns, twenty, where most mornings there were three or four thin grey threads from the families who had stoves, going straight up into the still air.

I knew whose wood that was.


Chapter 14: Dusk Math

“Is it true there’s a captain went D to B in a bus?”

She yelled it from the river road. From a quarter mile out, before she’d even come around the bend, so the first I knew Shay Mulcahy was back at Lock Nine was her voice coming across the flats ahead of her feet, hoarse and delighted and loud enough to be heard on the far bank.

“Because I heard it! I heard it at the waystation! I heard it from a guy on a bicycle! I said that’s bullshit! Is it bullshit? Somebody tell me it’s bullshit!”

It was noon on Day 54, and I was on my back under Marge’s front end with a grease gun.

Above me, in the bus, twelve women were asleep.

“Oh no,” I said, to the underside of my bus.

They’d been down since seven, twelve wall women in bunks and seats in Marge’s field, and the bus had been so quiet all morning I’d been able to hear the stove tick from under the axle. Kirsten’s rules were posted on the inside of the door in her handwriting on the back of a parts box. BOOTS BY THE STEP. WATCH AT THE DOOR. STOVE EVERY HOUR, 2 PCS SPLIT. NO TALKING AFTER LIGHTS. The six captain, Linda, had the watch, sitting on the top step with her fire axe across her knees.

I heard Shay come through the main gate. I heard her say something to Grogan’s crew that made one of them laugh and another one swear. I heard her feet on the gravel, coming fast down the service track toward the depot.

I rolled out from under the bus.

Linda was already standing up on the step with her fire axe.

Shay came around the corner of the bay at a jog and stopped dead in the yard.

She looked at Marge. At the plate steel down both sides, blue-sheened and ribbed. At the cowcatcher. At the honeycomb on the glass, thick and gold in ANCHOR, every window. Her mouth fell open.

“Holy shit,” she said. Loud. “What did you do to her? She looks like a tank. She looks like a tank had a baby with a school bus. Is that steel? Lew. Is that real steel?”

Linda came down Marge’s steps.

She didn’t hurry. She was a tall woman, forty-something, with the grey braid and the kind of face that had been told bad news for a living, and she came down the three steps with the fire axe held loosely in one hand, and walked across the yard, and stopped in front of Shay. She looked down at her.

“Shh,” Linda said.

Shay looked up at her.

“There’s twelve women asleep in that bus,” Linda said, very quietly. “They held the wall all night. If you wake them up, I’m going to put you in the river.”

Shay swallowed.

“Okay,” Shay whispered.

“Thank you,” Linda said, and went back up the steps and sat down.

Shay turned around and looked at me with her eyes enormous.

“Who,” she whispered, “is that.”

“Section six,” I said.

“I love her,” Shay whispered. “I’m scared of her and I love her. Is it true? The captain?”

“It’s true.”

She put both hands over her mouth and did a little dance in the gravel, completely silent, stamping her taped shoes and shaking her head, and her curls came out of the bootlace, and on the step Linda watched her do it with no expression at all.

She had a cut on her shin.

I saw it when she stopped dancing. A long one, fresh, down the front of her left shin below the knee where the leggings were torn, with gravel still in it and blood dried in a brown streak down to her sock. She hadn’t said anything about it. She hadn’t limped. She’d come the whole river road on it.

“Sit down,” I said.

“I’m fine.”

“Sit down, Shay.”

She sat on Marge’s front bumper, on the cowcatcher, which she ran her hands over and said “oh, wow” about, quietly, and I got the first aid box out of the bay and a bucket of water from the wash bay tap, and crouched down in front of her and took her ankle in my hand and put her foot on my knee.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I went down on the gravel at the creek bridge below the waystation. There was a dog.”

“A dog.”

“A regular dog. A real one. Somebody’s beagle. It came out of a ditch and I went around it and the gravel went out from under me.” She watched me pour water over her shin. “It’s fine. It doesn’t even hurt.”

It did hurt. I could feel it in her ankle, in my hand, the little jump in the muscle every time the water hit the cut. But that wasn’t what I was listening to.

I was listening to her calves.

They were shaking. The same fine fast tremor as the day she came through the gate. Faster now. I had her ankle in my hand and her calf against my wrist, and I could feel it running under the skin, a buzz, like holding a power tool that’s been left on.

And the Strain.

It was still spread all through her, the way it had been at the fence, loose where Kirsten’s had been one hard place. A buzz through the whole of her, hot and moving. But there was more of it. I’d have bet on it. Ten days ago it had felt like a battery that had been charged too fast. Now it felt like a battery that had been charged too fast and was starting to swell in its case. Hot to the touch. The case going round at the sides. A battery like that, you take it out of the truck and set it on the concrete outside the shop and don’t stand near it.

I picked a piece of gravel out of the cut with the tweezers. She didn’t flinch. She was looking at me.

“You’re doing it,” she said.

“Doing what?”

“The thing. The listening thing. Your face goes like that. Like you’re trying to hear somebody whisper in church.”

“It’s higher,” I said. “Than last time.”

“I know.”

“A lot higher, Shay.”

“I know, bus guy.” She said it lightly. She didn’t move her leg. “I told you. We get an hour. We run, we come back, we get an hour. In the stall.” She shrugged. “The stall’s a D. Did I tell you that? It’s a D-grade stall in the old food court. Right next to the Core. Best field in the Tri-County. They put us right up next to it.” She grinned, and her eyes didn’t come with it. “So we never burn out. And we never sleep long enough to get strong. We stay fast and we never get strong. That’s the trick. He’s real proud of it.”

“Who?”

“The boss.” She watched me tape a gauze pad over the cut. “He’s the one sent me. He heard about your captain on the road same as me. He said go see. Go see what that bus is.” She looked at Marge over my shoulder. “So I’m seeing.”

I tore the tape and pressed it down.

“There,” I said.

She looked at the gauze on her shin. She didn’t take her foot off my knee.

“You’re going to make some girl real happy someday,” she said. “Fixing her shins.”

“Get your foot off me.”

“No,” she said, and wiggled her toes in her taped shoe against my thigh, and looked at me with her green eyes laughing until I picked her foot up by the ankle and set it on the ground.



Kirsten woke at one.

I knew because I heard the curtain rings run on the cable inside the bus, and then her bare feet on the steel floor, and then Linda saying something low, and Kirsten answering. Then she came to the top of Marge’s steps in my red-and-black flannel shirt and her socks and nothing else I could see, with her hair down and mussed from the pillow and her eyes still heavy, and she looked out into the yard.

Shay was sitting on the cowcatcher eating my lunch.

They looked at each other.

“Runner,” Kirsten said.

“Captain.” Shay looked at the flannel. She looked at Kirsten’s bare legs coming down out of it, long and strong, and she didn’t hide that she was looking. “D to B, I hear.”

“You hear right.”

“In one night.”

“In one night.”

“In a bus,” Shay said, with a glance my way and back, and grinned. “Nice shirt.”

Kirsten looked at her for a long, level second.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s his.” And she turned around and went back down the aisle to get dressed.

Shay sat there on the cowcatcher with my apple halfway to her mouth.

“Okay,” she said to me, under her breath. “Okay. That’s fair. I walked into that one.”



I’d been thinking about it all morning, under the axle. Since before Shay’s voice came across the flats. Since the wall, actually, at four in the morning, when the mudback looked for the end of the shield.

Eight nights to the Surge.

On the Surge the whole river was going to come up at once. Every seam on the Ohio from the interstate bridge to the rail bridge, and whatever was coming up the river behind them. And I didn’t know the river. I knew Lock Nine. I knew the depot and the wall and the flats and the lock wall. I knew the river road from the main gate to the grain co-op, because I’d driven it in the dark the night of the flatbed with the Tide alongside, and from the main gate down to the rail bridge, because a gar had put its face in my wheel well there. That was all. I’d driven it maybe five times. I didn’t know where it flooded. I didn’t know where the seams opened first. I didn’t know where the husks bedded down in the daytime, or how many minutes of light you got on the river under the ridge versus on top of the wall.

Shay knew all of it. She’d been running the river road every day since Day 4.

So I’d decided. I’d decided at four in the morning on the wall, with my hand on the steel and the pale eyes coming up out of the grass, that if I was going to take Marge anywhere on the Surge, I was going to know the road she was going on.

“Shay,” I said.

“What?”

“Teach me the road.”

Her mouth was full.

“What road?”

“The river road. All of it. Where it floods. Where the seams open first. How you know how much daylight’s left without a watch. Where the husks sleep.” I wiped the grease gun on my rag. “You do dusk math in your head every day. I want to learn it.”

She swallowed.

“Why?” she said.

“Because the Surge is in eight nights and I don’t know my own road.”

She looked at Marge, and back at me, and for the first time since I’d met her she looked serious. Just for a second, like a cloud going over.

“Okay,” she said. Plain. Then the cloud was gone. “Okay. But you have to do something for me.”

“What?”

“Teach me her.” She pointed at Marge with the apple core. “I want to know how she works. All of it. The door and the gears and the hatches and the thing behind the seat.” She paused. “And I want to drive her.”

“No.”

“Lew.”

“You can drive her,” I said, “when you can tell me which gear she grabs in.”

“Which gear she what?”

“See,” I said. “That’s lesson one.”



We did it on foot first.

The guests were still asleep, and I wasn’t taking Marge out of ANCHOR with eleven women in her field who’d held a wall all night. So at a quarter past one Shay and I walked out the main gate onto the river road in the cold sun, and Kirsten came with us.

She came out of the bus in her jacket and cargo pants and boots, braid tight, shotgun on its sling, and she walked down the service track beside me without saying why. Shay looked at her. Kirsten looked straight ahead.

“Captain’s coming?” Shay said.

“The captain’s coming,” Kirsten said.

“To learn the road?”

“To make sure you don’t get him killed on it.”

Shay grinned. “I’ve never gotten anybody killed on the road.”

“You’ve been on the road fifty days,” Kirsten said. “Runners leave. They’re never around long enough to find out who they got killed.”

The grin didn’t go anywhere. But Shay’s eyes went still for one second.

“And captains never stop being in charge,” she said, sweetly. “Even when nobody asked them.”

“Somebody’s got to be.”

“Does somebody?” Shay said, and darted ahead of us down the road and turned to walk backward, facing us, the way she did, so she could watch our faces. “Okay. Class is in session. Lesson one. Where does the dark come from?”

“The east,” I said.

“Wrong.”

“The sky.”

“Wrong. You’re both wrong.” She pointed down, away from the sky, at the river beside us, wide and grey and moving, a hundred feet off down the bank through the willows. “It comes up out of the river. Look.”

We looked.

“The sun goes behind the ridge across the river,” she said, still walking backward. “Right? It’s a long ridge, it runs all the way from the interstate bridge to past the rail bridge, and it’s about four hundred feet high. When the sun goes behind it, it’s not dusk. It’s still light up top. Up on the wall it’s still light. But it’s dark down here. On the river. On the road. And the shadow doesn’t come down all at once. It comes across.”

She stopped walking. We stopped.

“See the shadow line?” she said. “On the water?”

I looked. And I saw it.

The far half of the river lay in shadow. The ridge on the far bank had already put its shadow down on the water, a long soft line of grey, running along the river from upriver to down as far as I could see. And the near half of the river was still in the sun, bright and moving.

“That line moves,” Shay said. “Every day. It comes across the river toward you, and when it gets to this bank, when it gets to the road, that’s when you’ve got to be inside. Because that’s when the seams start opening. They open in the shadow first. Not when the sun’s down. When the shadow gets to them.”

She jerked her thumb back over her shoulder, toward Lock Nine. “Up on the open flats under your wall it doesn’t work like that. Up there you get full dark before they come. Half an hour after the Board, give or take. Down here on the bank under the ridge, you don’t get the half hour. Nobody gives you the half hour.”

“How fast does it move?”

“Depends on the day. Depends on the month. Right now?” She squinted at the river. “Right now it’s in the middle of the channel. See the buoy?”

There was a buoy. A red nun buoy out in the river, a navigation marker from before the Turn, rusted, leaning in the current. It was right on the line. Half in the shadow, half in the sun.

“When the shadow’s on the red buoy,” Shay said, “you’ve got four hours and ten minutes.”

I looked at my watch. 1:51. Dusk was 6:08. Four hours and seventeen minutes.

“Seven minutes off,” I said.

“I’m not off. The ridge is higher down there.” She pointed downriver. “When the shadow hits the bank at the depot, it’ll have hit the bank at Sutter’s eleven minutes before. Under the rail bridge, fifteen. Down there it’s lower ground and higher ridge. You’d have been at the rail bridge,” she said, very casually, “with a broke bracket, in the dark, fifteen minutes before you thought you’d lose the light.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I heard about that too,” Shay said.

Kirsten, beside me, was looking at the shadow line on the water. She was listening. I could tell by how still she stood.



We walked a mile upriver.

Shay talked the whole way. She walked backward half of it, and sideways some of it, and once she ran ahead to the top of a culvert under the road and stood on the guardrail with her arms out and waited for us to catch up. But she wasn’t just talking. Everything she said was something.

The seams opened first in the low places. Always. Culverts, drainage ditches, the places where creeks came down to the river under the road. Rail cuts, where the tracks ran down through a trench in the hillside. Anywhere the ground dipped. “The dark pools,” she said. “Like water. It runs downhill and pools in the low places and that’s where they open.”

She showed us one. A culvert under the river road about a half mile above the main gate, a big corrugated steel pipe six feet across where a creek came down out of the hills and went under the road to the river. She climbed down the bank to the mouth of it and stood at the edge and pointed inside.

There was a scar on the inside of the pipe. A long black mark on the corrugated steel, running along the bottom, like somebody had dragged a cutting torch through it. The zinc had burned off. The steel underneath was blue and pitted.

“That’s a seam,” she said. “That’s where one opens. Every night. You come by here at dusk, you’ll see the edges of it before anything comes out. Kind of shimmering. Like heat on a road.”

I climbed down and put my hand on the scar.

It was cold. But there was a fine grain in the steel along the scar, a burr under my fingers like a weld that had been heated and cooled fifty times over, and the metal there rang dead when I knocked it with a knuckle, the way steel goes once it’s been cooked and quenched too often. Something came through this pipe every night.

Bridges were next, because a bus is twelve tons and a runner is a hundred and forty pounds, and Shay had been weighing one against the other since the first time she saw Marge.

“Crooked Run bridge holds anything,” she said. “It’s concrete. It’s just low. River comes up, it’s not a bridge anymore, it’s a ford. The creek bridge below the waystation holds a truck if you go slow, the deck’s patched with plate.” She walked backward a few steps, watching me. “There’s an old iron one on the county road up past the co-op. Don’t. It’s hollow under the east end. I can hear it when I run it.”

“Hear what?” Kirsten said.

Shay slapped her palm flat on the guardrail beside her. “Like that. Only worse. Nothing after it.”

A dead note with no ring behind it. On an old iron bridge that’s a rotted stringer, or the bearing seat washed out from under the abutment, and either one will hold a runner for years and drop a bus the first time. She’d heard it with her feet at a dead sprint and never had a name for it.

“Don’t,” I agreed.

“I just said that,” Shay said.

The cars were the last thing.

There were dead cars all along the river road. There were dead cars everywhere. Cars that had been on the road on Day 1 when the Turn came and whatever happened to the people in them happened. Most of them had been pushed off onto the shoulders in the first weeks by the wall crews, to keep the road clear for trade. They sat in the ditches with their doors open or shut, their windows broken or whole, their tires going flat.

“Read them,” Shay said. “Every car’s telling you something. You just have to know how to read them.”

“What’s that one telling you?” Kirsten said.

It was a silver minivan on the shoulder, doors shut, windows whole.

“Something’s sleeping in it,” Shay said.

Kirsten looked at her.

“Look at the windows,” Shay said. “Look close.”

We looked. The windows were dirty. Fifty days of dust and rain. But on the inside of the glass, at the bottom of the rear window on the driver’s side, there was a grey haze. Fogged. Like breath on a mirror.

“They don’t breathe much,” Shay said. “But they breathe a little. You get a husk in a car with the windows up, the windows fog from the inside. Down low. Where it’s lying.” She pointed at another car down the road, a pickup with its door hanging open. “That one’s empty. Door’s open. They don’t sleep where there’s light coming in. They want it dark. Doors shut, windows up, something over the windows if they can get it.”

“So you stay away from the shut ones.”

“You stay away from the shut ones with fog. And you stay away from the low ones.” She pointed at a sedan nose-down in the ditch, its back end up on the road. “That one’s half in the ditch. The front half’s lower than the back. If there’s one in there, it’s in the front. Down in the dark under the dash.”

I walked over to the minivan.

“Lew,” Kirsten said.

“I just want to hear it.”

I put my palm flat on the minivan’s sliding door. The steel was cold. And inside, through the door, through the panel, I could hear the van. Hollow. The tick of the metal cooling in the wind. A seatbelt buckle swinging against something, a little click. And down low, in the back, a sound like a sheet being pulled slowly across a mattress.

Then nothing. Then, a long time later, the same sound.

I walked back.

“One,” I said. “In the back. On the floor behind the driver’s seat.”

Shay’s mouth fell open.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s not fair. I’ve been doing this for fifty days with my eyes. He just puts his hand on it.”

“He can’t see the shadow on the water,” Kirsten said.

“I could see it once you showed me,” I said.

“But you didn’t see it till I showed you,” Shay said, pleased, and went bouncing on down the road.



At a quarter to three we went back to the depot, and the guests were waking up.

It took a while. I hadn’t understood that about Rest Stop until I’d watched it happen to twelve women at once. They didn’t wake up the way people wake up in a cold shed, all at once with their hand going for the lance. They came up slowly. Like divers. One at a time, blinking, lying there in their bunks for a long minute looking at the ceiling with their faces slack, and then sitting up, and then sitting on the edges of the bunks with their boots in their hands, not putting them on.

Bev Pawlak sat on the edge of her top bunk with her legs hanging down and her big hands in her lap.

“I dreamed,” she said. To nobody. “I haven’t dreamed since Day 9. I dreamed about my mother’s kitchen.”

The six captain, Linda, patted her knee going by and kept walking.

By a quarter past three most of them had gone. Back up to the sheds to get their gear, or to the gardens, or wherever wall women went in the afternoon. Five of them would be on the wall at dusk. Kirsten’s crew had the night off, two nights after their last one, because Dee couldn’t throw a punch with that shoulder yet and Linda’s six owed them one. She’d set it up that morning on the walk down from the wall with the six captain: the stand-down was the captains’ now, every section, every third night, worked out among themselves, instead of Rudy handing it out like a favor to whoever he wanted off his wall. Linda had said fine. Linda had said it like she’d been waiting fifty days for somebody to take it off him.

I took Marge out of ANCHOR.

“Okay,” I said to Shay. “Your turn.”

I taught her Marge.

I’d been teaching the crew since the bridge. Belts and hoses. The alternator strap. The kill-to-the-fuel order. How to back her over something and why. So I knew how to do it by now, and Shay was easier to teach than anybody, and harder, because she listened to every word and then tried to do the opposite to see what would happen.

The door first. Marge’s door was a two-leaf folding door, worked off a lever by the driver’s seat, and the lever ran a rod that was a little bent, so if you threw it fast it bound halfway and you had to ease it back and throw it again.

“Ease it,” I said.

Shay threw it as hard as she could. It bound halfway. She looked at it.

“Ease it,” I said.

She eased it. It opened.

“Oh,” she said. “Okay.”

The hatches. The front one over the stove, with the flue through its frame, didn’t open anymore. The rear one, over the aisle by my bunk, had a latch that stuck if it was cold, and you had to hit it with the heel of your hand on the hinge side, not the latch side. Shay had already figured that one out the first day. She showed me, smugly.

The core housing. Behind the driver’s seat. “Don’t touch it.”

“What happens if I touch it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “So don’t.”

“That’s a terrible reason.”

“That’s the best reason there is,” I said.

Then the gears.

I put her in the driver’s seat. I sat on the front seat across the aisle where I could reach the wheel. Kirsten sat behind me with her shotgun across her knees and her face carefully blank.

“She’s got a five-speed automatic,” I said. “Allison. It’s a good transmission. But she’s old and the band on second’s a little glazed. So when she goes from first to second she doesn’t slide into it. She grabs. Like a dog catching a ball. You feel it in the seat. And if you’re on the gas hard when she grabs, she’ll jerk, and everybody standing in the aisle falls down.”

“So don’t be on the gas hard.”

“So come off the gas a little right when she grabs. Right when. Not before, not after.”

“How do I know when?”

“You listen.”

“Listen to what?”

“Her,” I said. “Drive.”

She drove.

She drove like she talked: flat out, and wrong, until she wasn’t. She took Marge down the service track out of the depot at twice the speed I’d have taken her, and when Marge grabbed second Shay was on the gas, and the bus jerked like somebody had kicked it, and Kirsten’s shotgun went off the seat onto the floor.

“Sorry,” Shay said. “Sorry, sorry, Captain.”

“Pick it up,” Kirsten said to me, from the floor, where she’d also gone.

I picked it up.

The second time, Shay came off the gas too early, and Marge sagged and lugged and grabbed late, and the whole bus shuddered.

The third time, she got it.

I felt her get it. She was leaning forward in the driver’s seat with both hands on the wheel and her head a little tilted, the way I tilted mine, and Marge came up through first and Shay’s foot came off the gas right when the band took, right then, and Marge slid into second like she was going into a warm bath.

Shay sat back in the seat.

“Oh,” she said.

“That’s it.”

“I felt it. In my butt. I felt her get ready.”

“That’s it, Shay.”

“That’s so weird,” she said, delighted. “That’s the weirdest thing anybody’s ever taught me. I felt a bus get ready in my butt.”

Behind me, Kirsten made a sound. It might have been a cough.



We drove upriver to the culvert with the seam scar and back, with Shay driving and calling the road at the same time, and halfway back Kirsten said, without being asked, “The sedan in the ditch. On the right. The one nose-down.”

“What about it?” Shay said.

“There’s one in it. Isn’t there. In the front. Like you said.” Kirsten was looking out the window at the sedan as we went by. “Under the dash.”

“Probably.”

“Lew,” Kirsten said. “Stop the bus.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to know if she’s right.”

Shay stopped the bus. She did it well. She came off the gas and let Marge settle and put the brake on smooth, and nobody fell down. Kirsten got off.

She walked over to the sedan in the ditch in the sun, with her shotgun up, and stood at the back of it where it sat up on the edge of the road. The front end was down in the ditch, nose in the mud, the windshield in the dark under the overhanging willows. She looked at it a second. Then she reached out and rapped twice on the trunk with the stock of the shotgun.

Something came up through the windshield.

It came out of the dark under the dash and hit the inside of the cracked windshield from below, a grey face and hands, and the glass starred and bowed out, and the face pressed against it, pale-eyed and blind in the sunlight. It clawed at the glass. It couldn’t find the way out. It didn’t know where the way out was, in the sun.

Kirsten looked at it for a second through the windshield.

Then she walked back to the bus and got on and sat down.

“Okay,” she said to Shay, past me. “Okay. You’re right.”

Shay looked at her in the mirror.

“Thanks, Captain,” she said.



It didn’t make them friends. I spent the rest of the afternoon watching to see if it would. Kirsten didn’t say anything else to Shay all the way home, and Shay said a great deal to everybody, and none of it was to Kirsten. But at the depot, when we got off, Kirsten held the door lever for Shay so it wouldn’t bind. And Shay noticed. And neither of them said anything about it.



Noreen’s coffee went missing at four.

I need to explain about the coffee. At Camp Galilee, in the storeroom of the mess hall where Kirsten found the blankets, Noreen had found a can of Chock full o’Nuts. A two-pound can, sealed. She’d carried it out under her jacket and not said anything to anybody, and for a week the crew had been drinking what I made, which was Dale’s government coffee out of a gallon tin with a picture of a ship on it and which tasted like the inside of a ship. And every morning, Noreen’s mug had smelled different from everybody else’s.

Nobody knew where she kept it. Dee had looked. Dee had looked hard.

At four o’clock, Noreen came down the aisle with her face set and stood over Dee on the rear bench, where Dee had been napping with her arm in its sling.

“Where is it,” Noreen said.

Dee opened one eye. “Where’s what?”

“You know what.”

“I don’t know anything. I’ve been asleep.” Dee opened the other eye and sniffed. “Why does the bus smell like real coffee?”

It did. I’d noticed it ten minutes before and thought it was Noreen. The whole bus smelled like real coffee. Deep and dark and rich, a smell I hadn’t smelled since the Turn, coming from the stove, where the coffee pot sat on the plate with its lid rattling.

Noreen looked at the pot. She looked at Dee. Her face did nothing at all.

“You didn’t,” Dee said. “You think I. Noreen. I swear to God. I didn’t even know you had any. I swear on my mother.”

“Your mother’s in Wheeling.”

“My mother’s in Wheeling and I swear on her anyway.”

From the roof, through the rear hatch, which was open, a voice said, “It’s really good, by the way.”

We all looked up.

Shay’s face was upside down in the hatch. Her curls hung down. She was holding a mug.

“It was in the wheel well,” she said. “Back left. Inside the skirt. In a plastic bag duct-taped to the frame rail.” She took a sip. “It’s a good spot. It’s a really good spot. Nobody would ever look there.” She took another sip. “I looked there.”

Noreen looked up at her.

Nobody in the bus breathed. Dee had her hand over her mouth. Kirsten, on her bunk, had turned over to face the wall, and her shoulders were moving.

“How,” Noreen said at last.

“I’m a runner,” Shay said. “I’ve hidden stuff in every kind of place there is. On the road you hide your food or somebody eats it. Wheel wells are the first place I look.” She raised the mug. “Thanks, Noreen. It’s really good.”

Noreen walked to the front of the bus, and poured herself a cup of her own coffee out of the pot, and drank it standing at the stove, slowly, looking out the windshield.

Then she put the cup down and went out of the bus and around to the back left wheel, and I heard her down on her knees in the gravel, and then I heard her swear, once, very quietly, because the can was gone.

Shay pulled her face out of the hatch.

“She’s going to kill me,” she said happily, on the roof.

“She’s going to kill you,” Kirsten said, to the wall.



Gretchen came down at half past four to cut out the bad weld on five.

She’d slept a little. I could see it in her face, the grey gone out of it but not all the way, and she walked past the depot fence with her cart of tools without stopping, the welder’s cable coiled on her shoulder and her sledge in the cart. I took the depot’s portable welder up to five for her on the hand truck, because hers was a generator she’d scavenged in the second week and it cut out, and mine didn’t.

Shay came too. Shay came everywhere.

Gretchen set up at the third post on the walkway with her level and her chisel. She cut the old bead out of the seam with the chisel and a grinder, and then she put her hands on the two panel edges and closed the gap between them with [Wallwright] until they met like two pieces of a puzzle. Then she stood back and nodded at me.

I welded it. Short runs. Ground clamp close. A full penetration bead, top to bottom, like I’d lay on a county bus’s frame.

When I lifted the helmet, Shay was sitting on top of the wall.

She was up on the parapet itself, the eight-inch-wide top edge of the steel panels, ten feet up from the flats on the outside and five feet up from the walkway on the inside, with her legs dangling over the river side, swinging her taped shoes.

Gretchen looked up at her.

“Get down off my wall,” Gretchen said.

“It’s a good wall,” Shay said. “It’s a really good wall. I can see the whole river from up here.”

“It’s my wall. Get down off it.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re sitting on a weld I haven’t checked yet.”

Shay looked down at the steel under her butt. She scooted over six inches.

“There,” she said.

Gretchen looked at her. The cap pulled down. The hazel eyes. Then she turned to me.

“What is that,” Gretchen said. “Is that the runner? Is that what everybody’s talking about?”

“That’s Shay.”

“She climbs.”

“She climbs everything.”

“She’s a squirrel,” Gretchen said, with complete contempt, and went back to her level. And on top of the wall Shay put both her hands over her heart and fell over backward onto the walkway, laughing, and lay there.

“She called me a squirrel,” Shay said, to the sky.

“Get off my walkway, squirrel,” said Gretchen.



Jodie was in the yard when we came back down. Sitting on an upturned bucket by the bay door with Kayleigh on another bucket beside her and a coil of thin wire between them on the gravel.

“No,” Jodie was saying. “No. Again. The loop’s got to run free. If it binds, it doesn’t close, and if it doesn’t close, he walks right through it and eats your carrots. Again.”

Kayleigh, with her burned hands in her new gloves, made the loop again. Slowly. Her tongue between her teeth.

“That’s it,” Jodie said. “Now set it. Low. Where he’ll put his head. A rabbit puts his head down when he runs. Always. You set it where his nose is, not where his eyes are.”

Kayleigh set it, low, across the path between two stakes Jodie had driven in the gravel.

Jodie looked at it.

“That’s good,” she said. “That’s good, Kay.”

Kayleigh looked up at her. Her eyes were wet. She didn’t say a word. She looked back down at the wire, pulled another arm’s length off the coil, and made a second loop, and set it two feet up the path from the first, lower and tighter to the stakes, so the loop hung exactly where a running nose would go. Nobody had asked her to.

Jodie looked at that one a lot longer.

“That one’s better than mine,” she said.

I stood in the bay door with my rag in my hands and looked at it.

Jodie and Kayleigh on their buckets in the yard. Shay up on Marge’s roof again, on her stomach over the open rear hatch, saying something down into the bus that was making Dee laugh. Noreen at the stove, not laughing, standing guard over the coffee pot with her arms folded. Kirsten in the bus, cleaning her shotgun on her bunk with her hair coming out of its braid. Marge in the middle of it all, with her steel skirts and her road sign and her stovepipe going up out of the roof hatch with a little thread of wood smoke coming out of it.

I’d lived in the depot for fifty-four days. Alone for forty-one of them, with the droplight on.

The word that came into my head was home.

I laughed. Out loud. Standing in the bay door by myself. Home. A 1998 school bus in a county depot at a lock on the Ohio River at the end of the world. Home.

Kayleigh looked over from her bucket.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing.”

“You’re laughing at nothing?”

“I’m laughing at myself,” I said, and went to fire the boiler.



The boiler was the reason nobody had had a hot shower in six weeks.

It was a good boiler. A diesel-fired hot water heater the size of a refrigerator in a closet off the wash bay, for the bus washers, with a hundred-gallon tank and a gun burner on the front of it that sprayed a fine mist of fuel into a combustion chamber and lit it. It worked. It had worked fine on Day 1. But it burned two gallons of diesel an hour, and diesel was what Lock Nine traded to the Tri-County for shotgun shells and canned goods, and Krall wasn’t going to waste it on wall women’s showers.

But I had something better than diesel.

I had eighty gallons of diesel with sugar in it.

I’d drained it out of Marge’s tank the morning after the stove, when Krall’s man put the sugar in. I’d flushed her with Dale’s spare fuel and filtered what I could, but I hadn’t thrown the bad fuel away. I’d never thrown fuel away in my life. It was sitting in two drums behind the bay, gummy at the bottom where the sugar had settled out, good enough on top.

And I had more. The depot had a waste-oil tank. Every county bus that came through the shop for an oil change for nine years had drained into it. Four hundred gallons of black crankcase oil, thick as syrup.

You can burn waste oil. People do it in shops all over the country in winter. You need a burner that can take it, and you need to thin it and heat it so it’ll spray, and you need to filter it so it doesn’t clog the nozzle. I’d seen it done at a truck shop in Beaver Falls when I was nineteen.

So I mixed it. Waste oil and the top of the sugared diesel, three to one, in a drum. I filtered it through a sock. I ran the fuel line from the drum through a coil of copper tubing wrapped around the boiler’s own flue pipe, so the heat going up the flue would warm the oil on its way to the burner. And I pulled the burner nozzle and drilled it out a size, because waste oil’s thicker.

The first time I lit it, it caught.

The burner went up with a whump and a good deep roar, and the closet filled with heat, and Dee, who’d come to watch, said, “Well, look at you,” and leaned in the doorway to enjoy it.

It ran for about forty seconds.

Then it coughed. Coughed again. The roar went ragged, a sputter like a garden hose with air in the line, the flame in the little sight glass going from yellow to orange to a dirty flicker. And then it died. The whole wash bay went quiet except for the tick of the burner housing cooling, and Dee said, “Well, it’s dead,” and went back to the bus.

I stood there and listened to it tick.

I’d heard what happened in those last ten seconds. It had lit on the clean diesel already sitting in the line, the thin stuff left in the pump from before the Turn. Then the drum’s oil had come down the line behind it, and hit the nozzle thick and cold, and the nozzle couldn’t atomize it. You can’t light syrup. The flame had starved on it and gone out. The flue hadn’t had time to warm up, so the copper coil wrapped around it had been doing nothing at all.

So I ran it on straight diesel for ten minutes first. Clean, from a jerry can. Let the flue get hot and the coil with it. Then I switched the valve over to the drum.

The roar didn’t change. The oil came down through the hot coil thin as water and hit the nozzle and went up like it had been diesel all its life.

No cough. No flicker. A deep roar like a jet at idle, coming out of the burner, and the boiler’s tank started to tick as the water in it heated.

Dee came back out of the bus.

“I bet it dies again,” she said.

“How much?”

“A ration.”

“You don’t have a ration,” Noreen said from the step. “You owe Jodie yours.”

Dee looked at the boiler. She listened to it roar.

“Never mind,” she said.



By a quarter to six there was hot water in the wash bay.

Real hot water. Steam coming out of the shower heads, the four of them along the tile wall where the bus washers used to hose down after a shift. The five wall women going up that night went first, because they had to be on the wall by six. They went in one at a time and came out one at a time, and every one of them came out the same way. Red. Steaming. Wet hair. Wrapped in the old shop towels from the cage, which were clean, because I’d washed them that afternoon in a bucket. Not saying anything. Walking out across the yard toward the wall with steam coming up off their heads in the cold.

The woman with the taped cheek from five, who’d asked me that morning, came out last of the five. She stopped at the bay door with her lance and her wet hair and looked at me.

“Six weeks,” she said. “Six weeks with a hose.”

Then she nodded, the same way she had that morning. And went up to the wall.

Then Kirsten’s crew. Noreen, Kayleigh. Dee, one-armed, with Kayleigh helping. Jodie. Shay, who took fourteen minutes, and sang the whole time, loudly, off-key, something by Bon Jovi, and came out pink from her toes to her curls, and pointed at me and said, “I want to marry your boiler.”

Dusk came at 6:08. I put Marge in ANCHOR and the crew went up the steps into the field, warm and wet-haired and quiet, and one by one lay down.

Kirsten was last in the wash bay.



I gave her twenty minutes.

Then I took a towel off the stack in the cage. The best one. A big blue one from somewhere, thick, that I’d been saving without knowing what for. And I walked across the bay to the wash bay door.

It was warm in there. After fifty days of cold, I opened the wash bay door and the heat came out at me like opening an oven. Steam. A wall of it, white, rolling out the door into the cold bay air. The boiler was roaring steady behind the closet wall. The single caged bulb in the ceiling was a yellow smear in the steam, and the water was running.

She was at the far end, under the last shower head.

Her back to me. Her hands flat on the tile wall in front of her, leaning into it, head down, and the hot water coming down on the back of her neck and running down her spine. She’d taken her braid out. No. She’d tried to, and given up halfway, and it hung down her back half undone, dark gold with water, heavy.

I stood in the door with the towel.

She heard me. She didn’t turn around.

“Lew,” she said.

“I brought you a towel.”

“Put it on the bench.”

I put it on the bench by the boiler closet. The concrete bench where the bus washers used to sit and take their boots off. I stood there.

I didn’t leave.

The water ran down her back.

I watched it. I couldn’t not watch it. It came down off her neck between her shoulder blades and down the long valley of her spine, and the light from the bulb caught it in the steam so her whole back shone. Strong shoulders. The muscle in them moving under wet skin as she leaned on the wall. Her waist going in narrow below her ribs and then the long curve out to her hips, and the deep hollow at the small of her back where the water ran in and pooled for a second and spilled over, down over the round strong swell of her ass and between her thighs.

She arched. Just a little. Leaning into the wall, her back hollowing, the water running.

My mouth was dry. In a room full of steam.

“Do you want company?” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder through the water.

Her face was flushed from the heat. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, the grey-blue gone smoky in the steam, and her mouth was open a little, wet, and she looked at me standing there in my coveralls and my boots in the door of a wash bay at the end of the world.

“Strip,” she said.

I stripped.

She watched me do it. She didn’t turn around. She stayed with her hands on the tile and her head turned over her shoulder and watched me take off my boots, and my socks, and untie the coveralls from my waist and push them down, and pull my thermal over my head. She watched all of it with her eyes heavy and her mouth open and the water running down her.

When I was naked, she looked at my cock, hard, standing up against my stomach. She looked at it for a long second. Her lips parted.

“Come here,” she said.

I came across the wet tile and stood behind her.

The water hit me. Hot. Hotter than I’d thought, so hot it stung, coming down off her shoulders onto my chest. I put my hands on her waist. Her skin was slick and burning and I could feel her breathing in it, under my palms.

She pushed back against me.

Her ass, wet and hot, pressing back into my hips, my cock sliding up between the cheeks of it, and she made a sound and did it again, slower. Grinding back. Her head dropped forward between her arms against the tile.

I reached around her and filled my hands with her breasts.

God. Wet and heavy and hot from the water, so full they spilled over my palms, and her nipples hard against my fingers, tight, like little stones. I held them. I squeezed them, and felt her whole body jerk against me, and she pushed her chest forward into my hands and her ass back against me at the same time and her back arched so deep I could feel it, the curve of her spine against my chest, her whole body bent like a bow between my hands and my hips.

“Harder,” she said.

I squeezed harder. Rolled her nipples between my fingers and pulled, and she said a word I’d never heard her say, low, against the tile.

“Your tits,” I said into her ear. “Your fucking tits, Kirsten.”

“Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking about them all day. On the wall. All night. With the steam coming off them.”

“I know. I saw you.” She was breathing hard. “I saw you looking. I wanted you to look.”

I took the half-undone braid in my hand.

It was heavy with water, a thick dark-gold rope, and I wrapped it once around my wrist, and pulled, just enough. Her head came back off the tile, her throat stretched long and wet, and she gasped.

“Lew.”

“Hold still.”

“I am, I’m holding.”

I held her there by the braid with her head back and my other hand on her breast and I put my mouth on her neck. Her shoulder. The wet salt skin over her collarbone. I bit her there, lightly, and she shuddered all the way down to her feet.

“Spread your feet,” I said.

She did. She put her palms to the tile and widened her stance on the wet floor the way she widened it on the wall, braced, and tipped her hips back to me. I kept the braid wrapped around my wrist and took my cock in my other hand and found her.

She was slick and hot. I ran the head of my cock along her pussy, once, and she pushed back for it, and I held her where she was by the braid.

“Lew.”

I pushed into her from behind.

The whole length, an inch at a time, with the hot water coming down on her back and running down between us, and her pussy so hot and tight around me that the first stretch of it took the breath out of both of us. She said my name into the tile. I got all the way in and stayed there, pressed up against the round wet heat of her ass, and reached around her with my free hand and filled it with her breast again.

“Oh God,” she said. “Oh, God, you’re deep like this.”

“Feel it.”

“All the way up,” she said into the tile. “God. Right up under my ribs.”

I moved. Long slow strokes, pulling almost all the way out and sinking back in, my hips meeting her ass with a wet slap that echoed off the tile, the braid tight around my wrist holding her head up and back so her throat was stretched long and I could see her mouth open. Her breasts swung heavy with every stroke and I caught one and held it, her nipple hard between my fingers, and squeezed in time with my hips. She braced. I felt her do it, felt her plant her hands and lock her arms and push back into every stroke like she was holding a shield against a mudback, and her pussy clamped down on me every time I bottomed out.

“Like that,” she gasped. “Lew. Like that.”

I could feel her climbing under my hands. Fast. Faster than I wanted her to.

I wasn’t going to let her finish with her face to a wall.

I pulled out of her, and she made a sound of pure outrage, and I let go of the braid and turned her around.



She came off the wall into my arms with her back to the tile now and her face up and the water coming down on both of us. I kissed her. Her mouth was hot and open and tasted like water and her, and her hands came up into my wet hair and held on.

I went down.

I went down on my knees on the wet tile in front of her with the water coming down over my head, and put my hands on her thighs and spread them, and she put her back against the wall and one heel up on the edge of the concrete bench beside her, opening for me, and looked down at me through the water with her mouth open.

I put my mouth on her pussy.

She was hot. Hotter than the water. Slick and swollen and tasting of salt under the clean water running down over her, and I opened her with my thumbs and found her clit and sucked it, and she slapped one palm against the tile beside her head.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you. Oh, God.”

I didn’t hurry. I ate her with the hot water running down my face and her thighs shaking against my shoulders and her hand fisted in my hair, and I listened to her. Her breath going ragged. Her pulse pounding in the thigh against my cheek. The little jump in her belly every time I flicked her clit with the tip of my tongue, and the long shudder every time I went flat and slow over it. I could feel exactly where she was. I could feel her climbing. I could feel her strength in her thighs, in her hand on my head, in the way she held herself up on one leg against the wall with her other heel on the bench, steady as a post, even with my mouth on her.

She’d come off the wall at dawn after holding a twenty-yard shield all night, and she was standing on one leg on wet tile, and she wasn’t shaking.

I worked two fingers into her and found the place that made her heel slip on the bench, and she was close, she was right there, I could feel her pussy start to flutter around my fingers.

“Up,” she said. “Up. Lew. Get up. I want you inside me.”

I stood up. I picked her up.

I put my hands under her ass and lifted her off the tile, and she came up easily, all that strength in her helping, her legs coming up and locking around my waist and her arms around my neck, and I put her back against the wall under the water and held her there.

She reached down between us and took my cock in her hand.

She held it. Squeezed it. Looked at me while she did it, her eyes level with mine, inches away, with the water running down her face.

“You’ve been thinking about this since the wall,” she said.

“Since before the wall.”

She lined me up. I pushed back into her.

All the way. One long push, her pussy hot and wet and so tight around me I had to stop with my forehead against hers and breathe. She held her breath the whole way in and let it out against my mouth.

“Now,” she said. “Now. Hard. Don’t you dare go slow on me, Mrozek.”

I didn’t go slow. I didn’t go at all.

I pinned her to the tile with my hips, all the way inside her, and stopped dead, and held her there.

“Lew. Goddamn it.”

Her heels drummed on the backs of my thighs. She tried to drive herself down on me with them. I had her ass in both hands and her back flat to the wall, and she couldn’t move an inch I didn’t give her, and I didn’t give her one.

“That’s the wall talking,” I said. “I don’t want the wall.” I held her eyes, an inch from mine, with the water running down between our faces. “Look at me and tell me what you want me to do to you. All of it. In your own words.”

“You son of a bitch,” she said against my mouth.

“Tell me, Kirsten.”

She opened her mouth, and what came out first was the captain, the voice that told seventy women where to stand, low and clipped and sure of itself.

“I want you to fuck me against this wall,” she said. “Hard. All the way in, every time. I want you to hold me up here and not let me down until I come all over you, and then I want you to.”

She didn’t finish it.

I heard the captain go out of her right there, in the middle of the sentence, like a breaker tripping. Her eyes went wide and wet on mine and her nails went into my shoulders, and what came out of her mouth next wasn’t an order at all.

“Lew,” she said. “Please. I want you. Please.”

Then I gave it to her.

I drove up into her against the tile. Long hard strokes, the whole length of me, pinning her to the wall with my hips, her back hitting the tile with every thrust, a wet slap of skin on skin that echoed off the walls of the wash bay over the roar of the boiler. Her breasts bounced against my chest. Her heels dug into the backs of my thighs.

“Deeper,” she said through her teeth. “You can do deeper than that, mechanic.”

I pulled her down onto me every time I drove up, as deep as she went, and held her there at the bottom of each stroke until she cried out, and her nails went into my shoulders.

“There,” she said. “Right there. Leave it right there.”

I left it there. I gave it to her there, stroke after stroke, and felt her start to climb around me, her thighs tightening on my hips a notch at a time.

“Please,” she said. “I’m close. I’m so close. Please, Lew, please, please.”



My foot went.

The tile was wet, and the water was running, and there was soap on it from ten women before her, and I drove up into her hard and my left foot slid out from under me on the tile.

I felt it go. I felt myself start to go down backward, her in my arms, her weight on me, nothing behind me but wet concrete.

And something caught me.

Behind my back. Flat and warm against my shoulder blades, firm, holding. I didn’t fall. I stopped, leaning back into it at an angle, with her in my arms and my foot finding the floor again.

I looked over my shoulder.

A pane of gold light, standing in the steam. A [Bulwark] shield, about four feet wide, standing up behind my back in the middle of the wash bay like a wall somebody had put there.

Her hand. One of her hands had come off my shoulder. It was out behind me, open, palm toward the pane.

She was looking at it over my shoulder. Her mouth open.

“I didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t mean to. I just.”

“You put a shield behind me.”

“You were falling. I just put it there. I didn’t even think.” She looked at the shield, and at me, and at the shield. “I didn’t even think about it, Lew.”

We stood there. Me inside her, holding her against the wall, leaning back against her shield. Her legs locked around my waist. The water running down us both.

And then she started to laugh.

It came up out of her the way it had on the lock wall, all at once, from the bottom, and she put her face in my neck and laughed so hard her whole body shook, and I felt her shake around me, inside her, and that made me laugh too. Standing there in the wash bay naked with a shield at my back, laughing like idiots, the two of us, until I had to put my free hand on the shield to hold myself up.

It was solid. Warm. Like leaning on a sun-warmed car door.

“Okay,” she gasped. “Okay. Okay. Don’t fall down.”

“I’m not going to fall down. I’ve got a wall.”

She laughed harder.

Then I moved inside her again, and she stopped laughing.

She kept the shield there. She didn’t let it go. She held it behind me with one hand and held onto my neck with the other, and I leaned into it and drove up into her, harder than before, because now I had something to push from. Every thrust drove her back into the tile and me back against the gold, and she was making sounds now that weren’t words.

“Please,” she said. “Please. Now. Now, Lew.”

“Your shield’s flickering,” I said. “Let it.”

“I’m coming. I’m. Oh. I’m.”

She came.

Her pussy clamped down on me so hard I stopped dead. Hard clenching pulses, one after another, gripping me, pulling at me. Her whole body locked around me, legs and arms and the inside of her, and her head went back against the tile with her mouth open and her eyes open on mine, wet, glazed, and she made one long low sound that filled the wash bay. The shield behind me flared. Brighter, for one second, gold light all through the steam.

I felt it in her. Under my hands on her ass, in the muscle of her back against the wall. Her class running through her while she came, all of it, clean and fast, nothing catching. No knot. Nothing stopping it. Just her, all the way through, coming apart in my arms.

“In me,” she gasped. “Give it to me in me, Lew. All of it. I want to feel it.”

I came inside her.

I drove up into her one last time and held there with her pinned against the tile and came, deep, pulse after pulse, my forehead against her wet collarbone, and she held my head against her and said my name into my hair.

The shield went out slowly, the gold thinning into the steam until there was only steam.

I didn’t fall.



We sat on the bench by the boiler closet afterward with the blue towel around both of us.

It wasn’t big enough. It didn’t matter. She sat sideways across my lap with her head on my shoulder and her wet hair all down my chest, and I held the towel around us, and the boiler roared behind the wall and the water still ran in the last shower because neither of us had turned it off.

She was quiet for a long time.

“The shed showers were a hose,” she said finally. “A garden hose. Off the pump at the end of the row. Cold. You’d go out there at the change and stand in the mud in your underwear and somebody’d hose you down.” She was quiet. “Forty-five days of that.”

I tightened the towel.

“I put a shield behind you,” she said, against my neck. “Without thinking. It just came. It never just came. Not once since Day 3.”

“I know,” I said.

She lifted her head and looked at me. Her face was soft. Her eyes were heavy and clear. And she laughed again, short, quiet, just once, at nothing, and rolled her shoulders under the towel as if she were checking whether they’d go back up where she’d kept them. They stayed down.



Somebody banged on the wash bay door.

Three times. Hard. With the flat of a hand.

“Hey!” Shay’s voice. Muffled through the steel. “Hey, is there any hot water left, or did you two use it all on each other?”

Kirsten put her face back in my neck.

“I’m going to kill her,” she said.

“Also!” Shay yelled. “I’m not going back tomorrow! I’m staying! A few days! Somebody tell the turnstiles!”

Her feet went away across the bay, fast, slapping on the concrete, and the bay door banged.

Kirsten lifted her head again.

“A few days,” she said.

“That’s what she said.”

Kirsten looked at the door for a long second. Then she looked at me, and I couldn’t read her face at all.

“Turn the water off,” she said. “You’re wasting your boiler.”


Chapter 15: Below the Lock

Ten drums of diesel weigh about thirty-six hundred pounds.

I knew that before I said yes. I knew it the way you know what a bus weighs empty and loaded and with a man in every seat, because you’ve spent sixteen years listening to springs. Thirty-six hundred pounds in the aisle of a school bus that already had twelve steel bunk frames bolted to her floor and three-eighths plate hung down both sides of her. She’d sit low. She’d lean in the turns. She’d take longer to stop than anybody on board was going to like.

I said yes anyway.

“You’re sure,” Shay said.

She was sitting on the drums. They were standing in a row on the gravel outside the main gate at eight in the morning on Day 55, where two of Krall’s road crew had rolled them out on a hand truck and left them, and Shay was sitting on the end one with her taped shoes swinging and her satchel in her lap.

“I’m sure.”

“Because Darrell won’t send his truck. He says not with the river like it is. Not past the interstate bridge, not with the Surge coming.” She did a fair imitation of Krall’s voice, warm and reasonable. “So the Tri-County bought ten drums, and the Tri-County’s got them, and the Tri-County can figure out how to get them up the road.” Her own voice again. “And the Tri-County is me. And I can’t carry ten drums. So I’m asking you to haul them to the waystation. Eighteen miles. And back by dark.”

“I know what you’re asking.”

“Why are you saying yes?” she said.

I looked up the river road. West, upriver, the way it ran under the interstate bridge and on toward the grain co-op, road I’d driven once in the dark with a mudback behind me and once at dawn with a strip of grain conveyor squealing under the hood, and never really looked at.

“Because I want to see the road,” I said.

“That’s it?”

“Seven nights to the Surge, and I don’t know what that river looks like above the interstate bridge.” I tipped my head up the road. “You do. And if your boss wants to know what Marge is, he can watch her pull up to his waystation full of his diesel and drive away again with her own man at the wheel.”

Shay grinned. “He’s going to hate that.”

“Kirsten’s coming,” I said.

“Of course the captain’s coming.” Shay hopped off the drum. “Captain goes everywhere you go.”

“Dee’s coming.”

“Dee’s got one arm.”

“Dee’s got one arm and she’s going out of her mind,” I said. “She can sit in the stairwell and watch the road.”

We loaded the drums with a ramp and the come-along off the steering column and the four of us, which was really two and a half of us, because Dee had one arm and Shay kept stopping to tell me how slow we were. Kirsten did most of it. She walked each drum up the ramp on its edge, rolling it on its bottom rim with her hands on the top, three hundred and sixty pounds of fuel at a time, and she did it ten times, and at the end of it she wasn’t breathing hard.

I watched her do it.

Eleven days ago she’d come down eight porch steps with a three-hundred-pound stove on her back and her right hand shaking on its cast oak leaves. Now she walked three hundred and sixty pounds up a plywood ramp like she was walking a dog.

She caught me watching. This time she let it go by and just looked back at me, level, and then went and got the next drum.

I strapped them down in the aisle in two rows of five, between the bunks, with ratchet straps through the bunk frames. They sat there in the stove light, blue steel drums with TRI-COUNTY painted on them in white, and Marge sat down on her springs under them with a long low groan I felt in the floor.

“She doesn’t like it,” Shay said.

“She doesn’t have to like it. She has to carry it.”

“That’s what my mom used to say about Sunday Mass.”



We left at a quarter to nine.

Dusk was 6:08. Eighteen miles up, eighteen back, at the speed Marge was going to want to go with thirty-six hundred pounds of fuel in her, that was maybe an hour and a half of driving, round trip. An hour at the waystation. Margin. I’d learned about margin at the rail bridge. I’d set it in my head on the walk down from the wall that morning, before anybody asked. Wheels back through the main gate by five. If we weren’t rolling back by four, we turned around wherever we were and came home with the drums.

I said it out loud in the bay. Kirsten nodded. Shay said I sounded like her dad.

Shay rode the roof.

She went up through the rear hatch before we were out of the depot, hitting the latch on the hinge side with the heel of her hand the way I’d shown her, and I heard her taped shoes going forward along the roof over my head, and then her face appeared upside down in the front of the windshield, hanging over the edge of the roof, grinning.

“Get back from the edge,” I said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’ll block my view.”

She pulled her face back. I heard her go back along the roof and lie down, flat, at the back over the open rear hatch.

“Okay,” she called down the length of the aisle. “Okay, bus guy. Let’s see how you drive when I’m watching.”



The river road upriver from Lock Nine runs west along the bottoms for five miles before it gets anywhere. Flat land on the left going down to the river through the willows, flat land on the right going back to the foot of the hills. Cornfields, mostly. Nobody had harvested them. They stood in the fields on both sides of the road, dead, brown and rattling, eight feet high, with the ears hanging down off the stalks and going black.

Shay called it. All of it.

“Culvert on the right. There. That’s a seam one. Don’t stop on it, ever.” “Dead car, left shoulder, doors shut. Fog. Don’t stop by it.” “Big pothole at the mile marker, the frost heaved it. Go left. Left. Lew.” “There’s a dog lives in that barn. Don’t hit the dog.”

I didn’t hit the dog.

She knew every foot of it. She’d been running it every day for fifty days, and before that she’d driven it, I guessed, going back and forth from her mall town to wherever she’d been bartending, and she knew where every pothole was and every culvert and every dead car and what was in it. I listened to her and I watched the road and after a while I started to hear it the way she heard it, the shape of it under the tires. Where it dipped. Where it rose. Where the low places were, that would pool the dark at dusk.

I put it in my head, all of it. The way I’d memorize a bus route.



We passed under the interstate bridge at a quarter past nine. We didn’t go up on it. The river road went under it, through a long dark tunnel of concrete between the piers. I slowed down going through and listened.

The third pier, where the bull mudback had slept, was quiet. The broken approach slab still lay in the shallows where we’d dropped it, tilted, with the river running white around its edge. But the pier was quiet. Nothing living in it.

“Clear,” I said.

“How do you know?” Dee said. She was in the stairwell, sitting on the bottom step with her back against the door and her good arm on her knee.

“I’m listening.”

“To what? It’s a bridge.”

“It’s a bridge with nothing under it,” I said. “You can hear the difference.”

Dee thought about that. “No, you can’t,” she said.



At twenty-five past nine, two miles past the interstate bridge, I heard the tractor.

It came across a cornfield on the right. Over the sound of Marge’s engine and the drums creaking in their straps. An engine, a small one, running up high, racing, the note going up and up like somebody standing on the gas in neutral, then dropping. Then going up again. And under it, a ringing. A sound like a hammer on steel. Clang. Clang. Clang.

I took my foot off the gas.

“No,” Kirsten said.

I hadn’t said anything.

“No,” she said again. “Whatever it is. No.”

From the roof, through the hatch, Shay said, “What? What is it?”

“Tractor,” I said. “In the field on the right. Somebody’s hitting it with a wrench.”

There was a farmhouse at the back of the cornfield. White, two stories, a porch, a red barn behind it. And in the gap between the dead corn and the barn there was a tractor, an old orange one, an Allis-Chalmers by the shape of it, a WD45 or something close, from about the year my grandfather was born. And beside the tractor, an old man with a wrench.

He was hitting the tractor. Clang. Clang. The engine racing, and him standing beside the left rear wheel beating at something under the seat with a big open-end wrench, and the tractor not moving.

I could hear exactly what was wrong with it from the road.

“Lew,” Kirsten said.

“It’s the clutch.”

“I don’t care what it is.”

“He’s revving it and it won’t go. The engine’s fine. The clutch isn’t engaging. He steps on the pedal and lets it out and nothing happens. It’s the linkage. It’s got to be. Something’s come loose between the pedal and the throwout fork.”

“Lew.” Kirsten turned in her seat and looked at me. “We have a time. You set it. You said it in the bay. Wheels back by five.”

“It’s eleven minutes.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know that,” I said. “It’s a pin.”

At the back of the bus, the hatch went quiet. Then Shay’s face came down into the rear hatch, upside down, and she wasn’t grinning.

“Dusk math, bus guy,” she said. “I taught you this yesterday. Every stop is minutes. Every minute’s off the back end. You stop for this guy, that’s minutes off the waystation, that’s minutes off the drive home, and you don’t know what’s going to happen at the waystation.”

“I know.”

“So don’t stop.”

“The captain’s right,” Shay said. “Lew. The captain’s right.”

Kirsten turned in her seat and looked back up the aisle at the hatch. Shay looked down the length of the bus at her. And something passed between them that wasn’t a cold edge, the second time in two days.

“Thank you,” Kirsten said.

“I hate it,” Shay said. “I hate that you’re right. But you’re right.”

I stopped the bus.

I put the brake on and pulled over onto the shoulder at the end of the farmhouse lane, and both of them looked at me, Kirsten from the front seat and Shay upside down in the hatch, and neither of them said anything, which was worse than if they had.

“That’s all it is,” I said. “If it’s more than that, I come back and you can both tell me you told me so.”

“We’re telling you now,” Kirsten said.

“I know you are.”

“We’re going to tell you later too.”

“I know that too,” I said, and got the parts box out from under the driver’s seat and went down the steps.



The old man stopped hitting the tractor when he saw me coming up the lane. He stood there with the wrench in his hand and watched me come, with his face set. He was eighty, maybe. Thin as a fence rail, in bib overalls and a seed cap, with big knuckly hands and white stubble and eyes as blue as a gas flame.

“Who are you?” he said.

“Lew. I’m a mechanic.”

He looked past me at the bus on the road. At the plate steel and the cowcatcher and the road sign and the stovepipe. And Shay, sitting up on the roof now with her knees drawn up, watching.

“That’s a school bus,” he said.

“Yes sir.”

“What’d you do to it?”

“Fixed it,” I said. “Can I look at your clutch?”

He looked at me with those blue eyes. Then he stepped back from the tractor and held out the wrench.

“Name’s Orville,” he said. “Go ahead.”

I didn’t need the wrench.

I got down on my back in the dirt beside the left rear wheel and looked up under the seat where the clutch linkage ran. On these old Allis tractors the clutch pedal’s on the left, and it runs a steel rod back under the platform to a lever on the side of the clutch housing, and the lever moves the throwout fork, which pushes the bearing that lets the clutch go. Pedal, rod, lever, fork.

The rod was hanging loose.

It had a clevis on the end, a little U-shaped fitting, that went over the end of the lever and was held there by a pin through both. The pin was gone. Sheared. I could see the two halves of it, one still in the clevis and one lying in the dirt by my head, rusted dark and snapped clean across where it had worn thin in the middle from sixty years of a man’s left foot.

So when Orville pushed the pedal, the rod moved, and the lever didn’t. And the clutch didn’t do anything at all, because the rod wasn’t attached to anything.

“Pin’s sheared,” I said, from under the tractor. “The clevis pin on your clutch rod.”

“I know that,” Orville said. “I could see that.”

“Then why were you hitting it?”

“Because I didn’t have a pin,” he said, “and I was mad.”

I had a pin.

Close enough to one, anyway. I had a parts box under the seat, the same one every bus mechanic keeps, full of nuts and bolts and washers and cotter keys and hose clamps and fuses, sorted by size into the little plastic drawers. I found a 3/8 bolt, grade five, two and a half inches, that was close enough to the size of the old pin. And a nut. And a flat washer and a lock washer.

I put the bolt through the clevis and the lever and threaded the nut on and ran it down by hand, and then I stopped. You don’t torque a nut down on a clevis. If you squeeze the clevis tight on the lever, it can’t pivot, and the linkage binds. You run it down until it touches, and then you back it off a quarter turn so everything moves free.

Then you need something to keep the nut from backing off the rest of the way. I didn’t have a nylon lock nut. I had a cotter key, but the bolt didn’t have a hole for one.

So I took a second nut and ran it down on top of the first one and jammed them together. Two nuts locked against each other on the same thread. They’ll hold till the end of the world.

I came out from under the tractor.

“Try it,” I said.

Orville climbed up on the seat. He was slow about it, the way old men climb. He put his left boot on the clutch pedal and pushed it all the way down, and I heard the lever move, and the fork, and the throwout bearing come up against the pressure plate. He put it in gear. He let the pedal out, slow.

The tractor moved.

It crept forward across the dirt, a foot, two feet, and he pushed the pedal in again and it stopped. He let it out. It moved. He did it four times, five, forward and stop, forward and stop, with his face completely still.

Then he shut it off and sat there.

“Eleven minutes,” Kirsten said, from the lane behind me.

I turned around. She was standing at the bottom of the farmhouse lane with her shotgun on its sling and her arms folded, looking at her watch.

“Eleven minutes from when he stopped the bus,” she said, to Orville. “He said eleven. It was eleven.”

Orville looked from her to me.

He looked at his tractor and back at her, like he was checking her number against something of his own, and nodded slowly.

He wouldn’t come.

I asked him. I asked him twice. I told him about Lock Nine, the wall and the Core and the field, and that it was eleven miles down the river road, and that the Surge was coming in seven nights and he was alone out here in a farmhouse at the edge of a cornfield.

“I’ve been alone out here since Day 1,” he said. “Wife went in the spring before. Kids are in Columbus. Were.”

“How do you do the nights?”

“Cellar,” he said. “Stone cellar under the house, my granddad built it. Steel door. I go down at dusk and I come up at dawn. They come up on the porch and they scratch at the door and they go away.”

“That’s not living.”

“It’s living,” Orville said. “It’s just not much fun.” He looked at the bus on the road. “I got corn to get in. That’s why I need the tractor. Corn’s no good to anybody standing in the field.”

I didn’t argue with him. You can’t argue with a man about where he’s going to die. I’d tried with my grandfather and it hadn’t worked either.

I went back to the bus and got the jerry can out of the side compartment. Five gallons of Marge’s own diesel, the clean stuff, that I kept for emergencies. I carried it back up the lane and set it down by the tractor’s back wheel.

“That’s not yours,” Orville said. “That’s off your bus.”

“It’s mine,” I said. “It’s not off those drums. Those are somebody else’s.”

He looked at the can a long time.

“I don’t take charity,” he said.

“It’s not charity. It’s for the tractor. The tractor’s mine now, a little. I fixed it.” I picked up his wrench out of the dirt and handed it to him. “Get your corn in, Orville.”



We were twenty-six minutes behind when we got rolling again.

The pin took what I’d said it would. Fifteen for the arguing and the jerry can and Orville. I knew it to the minute. Kirsten watched the road. Up on the roof, Shay, who had never once in my hearing let a thing go past her, let this one go. That was the worst part. I’d expected them to yell at me. Instead they sat there, one in the front seat and one on the roof, not saying anything at all, and I drove with the drums creaking behind me and twenty-six minutes gone off the back of my day that I wasn’t going to get back.

About a mile on, Kirsten said, “He’s going to die out there.”

“Maybe.”

“He’s eighty. He’s going to go down to that cellar some night and not come up.”

“Maybe,” I said again. “But he’s going to get his corn in first.”

She looked out the window at the dead fields going by.

“You can’t fix all of them, Lew,” she said.

“I know.”

“I don’t think you do,” she said. She said it tired, looking at the corn. “I think you know it. I don’t think you believe it.”

I didn’t have an answer for that.



The waystation was at Mingo Bend.

It was a river hamlet, eighteen miles above Lock Nine, where the road came down off a little rise and crossed a creek on an old stone bridge and ran along the front of a dozen houses facing the river. A white church. A bar with a Genesee sign. A post office in somebody’s front room. And at the end of the row, set back from the road on a gravel lot, the volunteer fire hall.

It was a good building, and you could tell that from the road. Two-story red brick, built in the fifties, with two big apparatus bays facing the road and steel roll-up doors on both, and a tall steel pole on the corner of the lot with an air-raid siren on top of it, the old kind, a big round horn. The windows on the ground floor had been plated over with sheet steel, bolted through. The windows upstairs had been left, and somebody had painted them on the inside, black, so no light would get out. On the roof, a water tank, a big plastic one, with a hose run down to a hand pump by the door.

The left-hand bay door was up. Inside, on the concrete apparatus floor where a pumper truck had been, there were cots. Fifteen or twenty, in rows. A wood stove in the corner made out of a fifty-five-gallon drum lying on its side with a door cut into it. A long folding table with a coffee urn on it.

And on the back wall, a chalkboard. A big one, the kind they’d had in the fire hall for training, eight feet long, covered in writing. Columns. Places, times, notes. CROOKED RUN BRIDGE: OK. INTERSTATE: UNDER OK. DO NOT GO ON. CO-OP: SEAM IN DRAIN NIGHTLY. PIKE LANDING: GONE. DO NOT STOP. And at the bottom, in red chalk, in big letters: LOCK 9 BUS. YELLOW. PLATED. FRIENDLY.

Somebody had underlined FRIENDLY twice.

There were three runners there and two Tri-County men with a stake truck.

The runners were sitting on cots, two men and a woman, in leggings and rain shells like Shay’s, with their satchels on the floor and their shoes off. Their calves were shaking. I could see it from the door, all three of them, the same fine fast tremor. One of the men was asleep sitting up. The other two looked at Marge pulling into the lot with their mouths open.

The stake truck was a Ford F-600 from the eighties, dark green, with wooden racks on the bed and TRI-COUNTY painted on the door. The two men with it were big and wore camo jackets and had shotguns, and when Marge stopped in the lot, they stood up off the truck’s running board and looked at her the way Grogan had looked at her in my yard. Adding.

“That’s them,” Shay said, from the roof. “Boss’s men. The big one’s Duffy. The other one’s Duffy’s brother. They’re fine. They’re idiots, but they’re fine.”

We unloaded the drums onto the stake truck. The Duffy brothers did most of it, with the ramp and the come-along, and while they did it, the bigger one walked around Marge twice. Slowly. Looking at the skirts. Looking at the cowcatcher. Putting his hand flat on the plate steel, the way I would have, and running it along the rib Gretchen had made.

“That’s ship steel,” he said.

“Barge steel.”

“How’d you bend it like that?”

“I didn’t.”

He looked at me. Then at Kirsten, standing by the door with her shotgun. Then at Shay, sitting on the roof eating a sandwich she’d gotten from somewhere. Then back at me.

“Boss wants to see it,” he said.

“He can see it,” I said. “It’s right here.”

“He wants to see it at the Tri-County.”

“I know he does,” I said, and went back to unloading.

They paid in canned goods and shotgun shells. Eight cases of shells and twelve of cans, for Krall. That was the deal.

Except the cases weren’t on the stake truck.

“Second truck,” the smaller Duffy said. He said it to the gravel. “Panel van. It’s coming down behind us.”

“When?”

“It left late.” He looked at his brother. His brother looked at the river. “It’ll be along.”

I looked at my watch. Ten past twelve.

“How late?” Kirsten said.

The big Duffy scratched his beard. “Boss had it loading when we pulled out. Then he wanted the van for something else first.” He shrugged, a big slow shrug that reminded me of Grogan on his gate walk. “It’ll be along.”



It was along at twenty to four.

I spent most of three and a half hours on the fire hall’s front step listening for it. I couldn’t do anything else. You can’t hurry a truck that’s twenty miles off and hasn’t left yet, and I couldn’t take Marge home empty, because the cases were what the Tri-County owed Krall for ten drums of his diesel, and a bus that came home without them was a bus Krall would tell the whole square had been robbed, or had robbed him. So I sat on the step with my elbows on my knees and the dusk clock running in my head, and every few minutes I ran the numbers again, and every few minutes they came out worse.

At one Kirsten came and sat beside me. “Your four o’clock,” she said.

“I’ve been looking at it.”

“If it’s not here by four we go.”

“If it’s not here by four we go,” I said. “With nothing.”

“With nothing,” she agreed, and sat there with me, and didn’t say anything else, which helped.

At two Dee fell asleep in the stairwell with her head against the door. At three the big Duffy went into the fire hall and came out with two mugs of the urn coffee and gave one to me without a word, which I hadn’t expected, and it was awful, and I drank it.

I heard the van at twenty-five to four, five minutes before it came around the rise. A small-block Chevy, high and hollow, with a fan belt slipping on the water pump pulley so it chirped every time the driver touched the gas, and an exhaust leak at the manifold gasket on the passenger side that ticked with the revs. I could have fixed both in a quarter of an hour. I didn’t offer.

It came down off the rise and over the stone bridge, a grey Chevy panel van with TRI-COUNTY on the door in the same white paint, and the Duffy brothers loaded the cases into Marge’s aisle where the drums had been, and Shay counted them, and the smaller Duffy signed nothing and said nothing and just counted with her, out loud, and when they were done they nodded at each other.

That was all there was to a trade on the river road. Two people counting out loud.

Shay had spent the wait inside the fire hall with the three runners. Through the bay door I could see her on the end of a cot. She sat there and talked fast with her hands going, and they talked back, and once all four of them looked out the door at Marge at the same time, and once the woman runner reached over and touched Shay’s calf where it was shaking, gently, like you’d touch a sick dog, and Shay laughed and pushed her hand away.

When the van came in she came out and got on the bus and didn’t say anything for the first five minutes, which was the longest I’d ever heard her not say anything.



We were rolling back by three-fifty.

Ten minutes inside my margin, and Orville’s twenty-six minutes long gone into the gravel at Mingo Bend with everything else. I set my head on five o’clock at the main gate and drove.

Shay rode in the bus this time, down off the roof. She sat in the seat behind Kirsten with her knees up and her arms around them and looked out the window.

“What’d they say?” I said. “The runners.”

“Nothing.”

“Shay.”

She was quiet for a while. “There’s a woman named Teri,” she said finally. “Runs the north road. From the Tri-County up to the rail junction at Altamont. She didn’t come back last night.”

“Husks?”

“Probably.” She rested her chin on her knees. “Probably husks. That road’s bad.” She was quiet again. “She was faster than me.”

Dee, in the stairwell, reached up with her good hand and patted Shay’s taped shoe, twice, and then put her hand back on her knee.



Dale’s voice came out of the dash at 4:20.

We were six miles from Lock Nine, coming along the bottoms past the dead corn. Twenty-five minutes ahead of the line I’d set in the bay, and I’d started letting myself think about coffee.

“Lew,” Dale said. The yellow Corps handheld on its bracket by the speedometer. “You on the road?”

I picked it up. “Six miles out. Coming in.”

“I’ve got a towboat down below the lock.”

“Down how?”

“Sunk,” Dale said. “The Joe Sedlak. She’s been tied off at the end of my lower guard wall since Day 2, laid up, nobody aboard. I looked out the control house window at noon and she was on the bottom. Torn open. I’ve been calling you since. You were out of range.” A pause. Behind his voice I could hear the spillway. “I need you to look at her before dark. I need to know what did it.”

Kirsten turned around in her seat.

“We don’t have the daylight,” she said to me, past the radio.

“How long, Dale?” I said.

“From the main gate? Five minutes down the river road to the bank below the guard wall. Ten minutes out on the wall to her. I’ll meet you on the wall. Fifteen minutes to look.” He was quiet. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need it.”

I looked at my watch. 4:21. Dusk at 6:08.

I looked at Shay.

She was already looking out the window. At the river. Through the willows on the left, at the water, and the far bank, and the long dark ridge over there, and the line on the water where the ridge’s shadow met the light.

“Shadow’s two-thirds across,” she said. “Down at the red buoy it’s past already. We’re still upriver of it.” She shut her eyes, and her lips moved, and she opened them. “Down below the lock it’s low ground and high ridge. It’ll go dark down there twenty minutes before your watch. Maybe twenty-two.”

“So I’ve got till a quarter to six.”

“You’ve got till a quarter to six at the bottom of the bank below the lock,” Shay said. “And the road home from there goes through the rail cut at Water Street, and that’s a low place, and it’ll go dark before that. So you’ve got till twenty to six to be through the rail cut. If we go now. And you don’t stop for any more grandpas.”

I picked up the radio.

“Dale,” I said. “We’re coming.”



The Joe Sedlak was a river towboat, built to shove barges from behind. A long low steel hull, a hundred and twenty feet maybe, flat-bottomed and blunt-bowed, with two big push knees standing up off the front like a pair of fists, and a three-story white house on the back of the deck with the pilothouse on top. Her name was on the side of the house in black letters. She’d been a working boat. You could see it in the scrapes and dents on her push knees, in the black tire fenders hanging off her sides.

She was on the bottom at the end of the lower guard wall, half a mile below the lock.

The guard wall was a long concrete pier that ran out from the downstream end of the lock wall into the river, to guide boats into the lock. Dale had walked out to the end of it with his thermos. He was standing there in his faded Corps jacket when we came down the bank on foot from where I’d left Marge on the river road, Kirsten and Shay and me. Dee stayed on the bus with the door shut and her good hand on the door lever.

The towboat lay against the end of the guard wall, tilted toward it, listing hard to port. Her stern was on the bottom in twenty feet of water. Her bow was up. The front of her deck, with the push knees, stuck up out of the river at an angle, dry, and the house at the back was half under, with the river running in and out of the lower windows.

“Morning, Lew,” Dale said.

“It’s afternoon, Dale.”

He looked at his watch. “So it is,” he said, and poured himself a cup of coffee.

We went out onto the bow.

The deck was tilted steeply toward the guard wall, wet and slick, and we went across it on our hands and knees to the starboard side, the high side, where it stuck up out of the water. Shay went first, of course, on her feet, as easy as walking up a driveway. Kirsten came behind me with her shotgun.

“There,” Dale said, from the guard wall. He was pointing.

I looked over the starboard side of the bow.

The hull was torn open below the waterline. You could see it through the water, the river was clear enough there in the slack behind the guard wall. A long ragged gash in the steel side of the boat, starting about three feet down and running back along the hull thirty feet. The edges of the gash were turned in. Folded inward, like a beer can somebody had squeezed in their fist.

I lay down on my stomach on the tilted deck and reached down over the side into the cold water and put my hand on the hull above the tear.

Steel holds everything that’s happened to it. You just have to be still enough to hear it.

The Joe Sedlak’s hull was half-inch plate. Good towboat steel, that’s supposed to take a barge hitting it at five knots without denting. Under my palm, in the cold water, it was singing, a thin high note running through the whole side of the boat, the steel still under stress from being bent, every plate around the gash pulled tight like a drumhead.

I moved my hand down. Along the edge of the tear. The steel was folded in. And it was folded in at intervals. Every eighteen inches or so along the edge of the gash, there was a deeper fold, a pinch, where the steel had been pushed in harder than the steel on either side of it. Like a row of thumbprints.

Teeth.

I followed the line of them back along the hull. Thirty feet of gash. And the line of tooth-pinches wasn’t straight. It curved. A long, shallow curve, bending down and away from the waterline, toward the bottom of the boat.

I lay there with my arm in the river and worked it out.

If that curve was the curve of a jaw, and it kept going, out past where the hull ended, it would come back around and close. And the circle it would make would be wider than the boat.

The Joe Sedlak was thirty-five feet across the beam.

Something had come up under her from below and bitten the whole hull at once. It had gotten its jaw around her from underneath and closed it, and its jaw was wider than she was, and it had squeezed until the half-inch plate folded like a beer can, and then let go.

I pulled my arm out of the water. It was numb with cold. I lay there on the tilted deck for a second with it hanging.

“Lew,” Kirsten said, behind me.

“It bit her,” I said.

“What?”

“It came up under her and bit her. The whole boat.” I sat up. “The jaw’s wider than she is.”

Nobody said anything.

Out on the guard wall Dale didn’t drink his coffee, and he didn’t put it down.

“There’s something in the steel,” Shay said. She’d come along the high side of the deck and was crouching at the edge, looking down into the water at the tear. “Lew. There. Stuck in it. Halfway back.”

I looked.

There was something stuck in the folded edge of the gash, about fifteen feet back from the bow, a foot below the waterline. A flat round shape, dark, wedged in the torn steel. I hadn’t seen it, because I’d been feeling, not looking. It looked like a manhole cover. That was exactly what it looked like, the size and the shape of one, olive and black, flat, with a curve to it.

A scale.

I went back along the deck on my knees until I was over it. I lay down again and reached down into the water and got my hands on it.

It was cold and hard and smooth. Smoother than any stone, smoother than glass. Enamel. Like the enamel on a tooth, or on an old cast-iron bathtub, slick and hard under my fingers, with a fine ridged pattern on the surface I could feel but not see. It was two feet across and an inch thick at the middle and thinner at the edges. And it was stuck. Wedged edge-first into the fold in the hull plate, driven in, the way a knife blade goes into a board.

It had broken off something when it bit down. Torn loose from its hide against the steel and stayed there.

“I want it,” I said.

“Why?” Kirsten said.

“Because I want to know what it’s made of. And so does Gretchen.” I got both hands on it. “And so does Dale.”

“Lew. The time.”

“Thirty seconds.”

I pulled. It didn’t come. I braced my feet on the tilted deck and pulled harder, and the steel around it groaned, and it moved, a quarter inch, and stuck again.

“Pry bar,” I said.

Shay ran back across the deck to the guard wall and down the wall to the bank and up the bank to Marge, and was back with the pry bar from the bus in a time that I didn’t believe when I looked at my watch. Ninety seconds. Half a mile there and back. She wasn’t even breathing hard. She handed it down to me over the edge of the deck and I got the flat end of it into the fold of steel beside the scale and levered.

The steel opened. The scale came loose in my hands.

And from inside the towboat, from down in her hull, something hit the inside of the hull plate under my chest.



I felt it. Through the deck, through my chest lying on it. A thump, from below. Then another. Then a scrape, long and slow, like a body dragging itself across a steel floor.

I’d pried open the steel. Just a little. A crack, along the fold, where the scale had been. And through the crack, light was getting into the hull. Grey daylight, into a dark place.

Into the engine room.

“Husks,” I said. “In the hull. In the engine room. I just let light in.”

“How many?” Kirsten said.

I put my palm flat on the deck. I listened.

Six. Eight. More. Moving. Dragging. Coming awake in the dark down there under my hand, the way husks do when the light gets to them in the day, slow and stupid and angry. And moving toward the only way out of the engine room that wasn’t underwater.

The engine room hatch. On the deck. Ten feet behind Kirsten.

“They’re coming up,” I said. “The hatch. Behind you.”



The hatch burst open.

It was a steel deck hatch, a square of plate on hinges, and it had been dogged shut from inside by whoever had laid the boat up, and the husks hit it from below all together and the dogs gave and it slammed back on its hinges against the deck. And they came up out of it.

Grey. Wet. Pale-eyed. Blinking in the daylight. They came up out of the dark hull onto the tilted deck on their hands and knees, the first one and then three and then more, and they couldn’t see well in the light but they could see us, three warm shapes on a cold deck. And they came across it.

Kirsten put the shield up.

It came off her palm and went across the deck. Ten feet wide. Then twenty. A wall of honey-gold light from the port rail to the starboard rail, between the hatch and us, and the first three husks hit it and bounced and slid back down the tilted deck toward the hatch, into the ones coming up behind them.

“Shay,” Kirsten said. “Get Lew off the deck.”

“Got him.”

“No,” I said. “I’ve got the scale. Shay. Get the scale.”

I shoved it at her. It weighed forty pounds. She took it like a pizza box and ran. Back across the high side of the tilted deck to the guard wall in five long strides, jumped the gap from the deck to the concrete, and put it down at Dale’s feet, and turned around.

“Okay,” she said. “Now you.”

I got up. The deck was slick and steep and I went across it the way you’d go across an icy roof, low, one hand down, toward the guard wall. Kirsten came behind me, walking backward, with her arm out and the shield moving with her.

It moved with her. She held it out and walked backward across a tilted wet deck, and the shield came with her, staying between us and the husks, a long gold pane sliding across the steel like a door on a track. The husks came at it and bounced and came at it again. There were twelve of them on the deck now. More coming up out of the hatch.

One of them got around the end of it.

The port end. The low side, where the deck went down into the water. It came along the edge of the deck, half in the river, and came up around the end of the shield where the shield met the water, and it came at Kirsten’s back.

I yelled.

Shay was already moving.

She came off the guard wall onto the deck at a run and went straight past the husk, right across in front of it, down the low side of the tilted deck at the waterline, so close it could have reached her, and she yelled at it as she went, a wordless whoop, and slapped the steel deck with her palm as she passed.

It turned.

Husks hunt by movement. Shay was the fastest thing that had moved on that deck all day, and she’d gone right past its face, and it turned after her. And so did three more, at the end of the shield, all of them, turning away from Kirsten’s back after the red rain shell going down the waterline.

She led them along the low side of the deck toward the stern, where the house was half underwater, and then she jumped. Straight up. Onto the side of the house, onto a window ledge, and up, hand over hand, up the side of the three-story white house to the second-deck rail, and over it.

The husks went into the water at the base of the house where she’d been.

She stood on the second-deck rail above them and looked down.

“Hi,” she said to them.

Kirsten turned the shield.

She swung it around in a long arc, her arm going out to the side like she was throwing open a door, and it came around the hatch and closed off the deck between the hatch and the stern. The husks still coming up out of the hull came up into a pen. Gold on two sides, steel deck on the others. They hit the shield and bounced and hit it again.

“Now,” Kirsten said. “Shay. Now.”

Shay came along the second-deck rail of the house, along the upper deck to the front of it, and dropped. Twelve feet, onto the bow deck behind the shield, and rolled, and came up running, up the high side of the deck to the guard wall, and jumped the gap.

Kirsten came backward up the deck after her. Then me.

Then Kirsten let the shield go, and jumped.



We stood on the end of the guard wall, all four of us, Dale and Shay and Kirsten and me, and watched them.

Twenty husks on the Joe Sedlak’s tilted deck. Wandering, now. Blind in the daylight, slow, confused. The shield was gone and the warm shapes were gone and they didn’t know where we’d gone. They stood on the deck in the grey afternoon light with their faces turned up, not seeing. Some of them went back down the hatch. Some of them slid down the deck into the river.

None of them came across the gap to the guard wall. They couldn’t see it.

Kirsten was breathing a little hard. She cracked her neck, the way she did before a fight, except the fight was over.

“Good run,” she said.

She said it to Shay, with her eyes on the husks.

Shay looked at her.

“Good wall,” Shay said.

Neither of them said anything else. But on the walk back down the guard wall a minute later, Kirsten reached out without looking and pushed one of Shay’s copper curls back off her forehead where it was stuck with sweat. And Shay let her.

Dale had the scale.

He’d picked it up while we were on the deck and was holding it in both his hands, turning it over in the grey light. Forty pounds of olive and black enamel, two feet across, flat and curved. He ran his thumb along the edge of it.

“I’ve been on this river thirty-one years,” he said.

“I know, Dale.”

“I’ve seen catfish as long as a man. I’ve seen sturgeon, when I was a boy, before the dams. I’ve seen a gar nine feet long come up out of the tailwater at Lock Seven in 1998. This isn’t off any of those.”

“No.”

“This is off something that bit a towboat.”

“It bit the whole boat, Dale,” I said. “The jaw’s wider than she is.”

He stood there with the scale in his hands. Then he turned around and looked out at the river, below the lock, at the tailwater. Brown and fast and moving, the spillway roaring white a quarter mile upstream, the long current running past us under the guard wall.

“Come here,” he said. “I want to show you something. It’ll take two minutes.”

“Dale,” Kirsten said. “We don’t have two minutes.”

“It’ll take one,” Dale said.

He walked twenty feet back along the guard wall toward the lock and stopped and pointed down. At the face of the wall, on the river side, at the waterline.

I lay down on the concrete and looked over the edge.

There were scrapes in the concrete. Just at the waterline and a foot below it, running along the face of the guard wall. Long, shallow grooves, polished smooth, where something had rubbed against the concrete hard enough to wear it. They ran along the wall toward the lock, upstream, as far as I could see. Toward the lower gates.

I reached down and put my hand on them.

The concrete was cold and wet. The grooves were smooth as glass inside, and there was a pattern to them, the same as on the scale. And they came in a rhythm. A long groove, and then a short gap, and then a long groove, and then a gap. Every two feet or so, the width of the scale under Dale’s arm. Long and gap and long and gap, like the plates on the side of something were rubbing the wall one at a time as it went past, and the gaps were the seams between the plates.

I counted them. I counted thirty by hand, crawling along the edge, before the wall turned and I lost them.

“Those weren’t there yesterday,” Dale said. “I walk this wall every morning. Not this morning. River was up and I stayed at the window.”

“It came up along the wall.”

“It came up along the wall to my lower gates.” Dale was looking upstream at the lock. “In the night. Rubbing against my guard wall all the way. And it tested them.” He was quiet. “I didn’t hear it. The gates were shut and the lock was empty and I was asleep in the control house and something long enough to make those marks came up and put its weight on my gates, and I didn’t hear it.”

“I didn’t either.”

“You were up at the depot.”

“I was in the bus with my hand on the floor half the night,” I said. “I didn’t hear it.”

Dale went quiet.

I’d never seen him quiet like that. Dale Overbeck was a quiet man, but it was the quiet of a man who didn’t need to talk. This was a different quiet. He stood there on his guard wall with his thermos in one hand and the scale under his arm, looking upstream at the lower gates of his lock, and his face had gone still and grey.

“There’s a name for it,” Shay said.

We looked at her.

“On the road,” she said. “Downriver. The towns below the rail bridge. The runners who go down there. They’ve been talking about something in the river for a week. Something big. I thought it was bullshit.” She looked at the scale. “They call it the lock-breaker.”

Kirsten shifted her shotgun sling on her shoulder. Below us the tailwater slapped at the guard wall.

“Lock-breaker,” Dale said, finally, in a voice I hadn’t heard from him. Very quiet. Like a man trying out the name of a disease.

Then he looked at his watch.

“Go,” he said. “Go home. You’re out of time.”



We were out of time.

5:31 when I got Marge turned around on the river road. Shay had said twenty to six to be through the rail cut at Water Street. Nine minutes. The rail cut was a mile and a half up the road, where the old Pittsburgh and Lake Erie tracks came down off the bluff and went under the river road in a trench, and the road dipped down into the trench to go under the railroad bridge.

Low place. Dark pools in the low places.

I put my foot down. Marge came up through first and grabbed second and I came off the gas right when the band took, and she slid into it, and I put my foot back down.

“Shay,” I said.

She’d gone up through the rear hatch the second I started the engine. She was on the roof. I heard her come forward along it, fast, and then her face came down over the top edge of the windshield, upside down, the way it had that morning.

“Rail cut,” she said. “Look.”

I could see it from half a mile off.

The river road ran straight along the bottoms toward Lock Nine’s outer wall, and halfway there it dipped. Down into the cut, between two walls of cut stone, under the steel railroad bridge, and up again. And the cut was dark. Not shadowed. Dark. The ridge’s shadow had come across the river and up the bank and onto the bottoms, and it was pooling in the cut like water in a ditch, and in the bottom of the cut, under the bridge, I could see something in the air. A shimmer. Like heat on a road in August.

The edges of a seam.

“It’s opening,” Shay said. “It’s early. It’s low ground. I said.”

“You said.”

“Don’t go through there.”

“There’s no other road.”

“There’s another road,” Shay said. “Left. Left, Lew, now. At the church.”

There was a church on the left. A little brick one, Catholic, St. Something, with a gravel lane going up past it onto the hill behind. I’d never noticed the lane. I’d driven past it three times.

I took it. I hit the brake and swung Marge left off the river road into the lane with thirty-six hundred pounds of nothing in her now and eight cases of shells and twelve of cans, and she leaned so hard in the turn I felt the left side come up on the springs, and the cases slid in their straps, and Kirsten grabbed the seat back in front of her.

“Up,” Shay said. “Up the hill. It goes through the cemetery. Over the top. It comes down behind the gardens at the outer wall by section two. It’s high the whole way.”

“How long?”

“Longer,” Shay said. “But high.”

The lane went up the hill past the church into a cemetery. Old stones, crooked, with dead grass between them and big oaks over them. The gravel was soft and rutted and narrow, and Marge was too wide for it, and I put her left wheels up on the grass between the graves and drove with the stones going by a foot from the mirror.

The sun was still on the hill. Down on the bottoms, behind us, the shadow was across the road. Up here the light was still gold on the gravestones, coming through the oaks in long slanting bars.

“How long do we have?” Kirsten said.

“Up here?” Shay said. “Plenty. Down where it comes out behind the gardens?” She was quiet a second. “Not plenty.”

“How much?”

“Enough,” Shay said. “If he doesn’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.”

“I know you’re not stopping,” Shay said. “I’m saying it anyway.”



Shay came down through the hatch.

I didn’t see her do it. I heard her drop into the aisle behind me and then she was there, behind the driver’s seat, standing in the narrow space between the seat and the stove with her hands on the back of my seat.

Then she leaned over.

Her arms came down over my shoulders from behind. Both of them. She draped herself over the back of the driver’s seat and over me, her chest against the back of my head, her chin on top of my head, her arms hanging down over my shoulders on either side, and she pointed. Past my face. Out the windshield.

“There,” she said. “See where the lane goes between the two big oaks? Through there. Then it goes right along the top of the hill, by the water tower. Then down.”

Her arm was in front of my face. Her freckled wrist. Her breath was in my hair. I could feel her heart going against the back of my skull, fast, through the rain shell.

“I see it,” I said.

“Right at the water tower. Then down. It’s steep.”

“I see it, Shay.”

“I know you see it,” she said. “I’m just making sure.”

She stopped pointing.

She didn’t take her arms back. Her right arm came down from in front of my face, and her hand came down over my shoulder, and slid inside the collar of my canvas jacket. Under it. Flat against my chest through my thermal, over my heart.

And stayed there.

I drove. I took Marge between the two big oaks and along the top of the hill past the water tower, with Shay Mulcahy draped over the back of my seat with her chin on my head and her hand inside my collar over my heart, and she didn’t take it away. She didn’t make a joke. She just left it there, warm, her fingers spread, and I could feel her calves shaking against the back of the seat through the vinyl.

I looked in the mirror.

Kirsten was in the front seat across the aisle. She was looking at us. At Shay draped over me, and Shay’s hand inside my jacket. She looked at it a while.

And she didn’t mind.

I’d seen her face do a lot of things in fifteen days. I’d seen it shut, and cold, and furious, and laughing. I knew what it looked like when she minded something. It didn’t do any of that. She looked at Shay’s hand inside my collar and something went across her face that looked like surprise. At herself. Like a woman reaching for a feeling she expected to be there and finding it wasn’t.

Then she turned and looked out the windshield at the road.

“Water tower,” Kirsten said. “Right, Lew.”

“I see it.”



We came down off the hill behind the gardens at 6:00 by my watch. The lane came out of the trees onto a farm track along the edge of the Lock Nine gardens, the long plowed rows inside the outer wall, and the outer wall was right there, grey steel, and the garden gate behind section two, the narrow one the garden crews used by day and Grogan’s men chained at dusk with the others, was still open with two of Grogan’s crew standing at it.

The shadow was on the gardens. But the gardens were inside the wall.

I drove Marge through the garden gate at 6:04 with Shay’s hand still inside my collar, and the gate crew swung it shut behind us, and Grogan’s men looked at the bus and at each other, and one of them spat in the gravel.

“Four minutes,” Shay said, against the top of my head. “That’s four. You’d have been in the rail cut at twenty-eight to six with a seam opening under you. You’d have been in it.”

“I know, Shay. You were right.”

She took her hand out of my collar. Slowly. Like she was taking a pan off a stove. And straightened up off the back of my seat, and stood there behind me in the aisle a second.

“Dusk math,” she said. She wasn’t joking.

She didn’t move from behind my seat. When she spoke again it was plain, every bit of the noise gone out of it, the way she’d said okay on the cowcatcher.

“I’d have stopped for you,” she said. “That’s the thing about you, bus guy. I don’t stop for anybody. And I’d have stopped for you.”

Then she went back down the aisle and up through the rear hatch to the roof, and sat up there in the last of the light with her knees drawn up.



I took Marge up Lock Street to the inner gate.

I wanted to see the Board. I wanted to see the number. I parked on the flat outside the inner gate where Noreen had parked her the night Kirsten went to B, and I could see through the open gate across the square to the Board, standing white and blank at the end of Front Street, the crowd gathering around it.

And at the inner gate, I saw Clem Tuttle.

He was standing just inside the gate in his neat navy parka with a man I’d seen before. Tall, wide, with a black beard trimmed square, and the same long oilskin coat with the badge on it. Black gear on red.

The Ironworks trader.

Two Ironworks men behind him had a hand truck with a drum of diesel on it. They rolled it through the inner gate and down Front Street toward a house on the left. A white frame house with a porch. Inner blocks. Grade E. Tuttle walked beside the trader toward the same house, talking quietly with his soft hands, and the trader nodded.

A second room. Tuttle was selling him a second room in the inner blocks, for his men. For a drum of diesel.

The trader stopped at the porch steps. He turned around and looked back through the inner gate at Marge.

Then he came back up Front Street toward us.

He came out through the gate and walked around Marge once on the flat. Slow. The way the big Duffy brother had at the waystation, the way Grogan had in my yard. He stopped at the cowcatcher and put his hand on Gretchen’s blue-sheened plate and ran his palm along the edge of it. Then he came to my window.

“You’re the bus guy,” he said.

“That’s what they call me.”

He held his hand up to the window. I opened it and shook it.

I listened to his grip. Big, dry, hard, but not too hard. A man who’d shaken a lot of hands on a lot of deals and knew exactly how much squeeze to give. And his breath. Patient, like a man waiting on a pot to boil, with none of the rehearsal in Krall’s and none of the fright in Tyler’s. A man who’d decided a long time ago that everything had a price and was only waiting to hear it.

“What’ll she take?” he said.

“She’s not for sale.”

He smiled. A pleasant smile, behind the square black beard.

“On the train,” he said, “everything’s for sale. You’d be surprised what people find out they’ll take.” He let go of my hand. “My boss likes machines. He’d like this one.”

“Tell your boss she’s got a driver.”

“I’ll tell him,” the trader said, still smiling, and went back through the gate.



The Board lit at 6:08.

Two names. Both from the front. A man from Krall’s road crew, D to C. A woman from a paying family, E to D. Her kids hugged her around the waist.

Then the shelters.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D.]

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]

Then the last line.

[River Rift: Surge, 7 nights.]



I sat in the driver’s seat and looked at it through the inner gate. My right palm still had the row of tooth-pinches in it, eighteen inches apart, cold, the way your hand keeps the shape of a wrench after a long job.

“Lew,” Kirsten said, from the front seat.

I let it sit. I sat there with my hands on the wheel and the Board’s white light coming across the square through the inner gate onto the windshield.

“It wants the lock,” I said.


Chapter 16: Gate Three

Dale turned off his flashlight.

“Listen,” he said.

It was the morning of Day 56, and we were standing in the dark in the gallery under the dam road, a hundred feet out from the lock, with the river on both sides of us and the concrete over our heads, and when the flashlight went out it was the blackest dark I’d been in since I crawled out from under a bus on Day 1. I couldn’t see my hand. I couldn’t see Dale, two feet away. I could hear him breathing, slow, and the drip of water somewhere ahead, and under everything, through the floor and the walls and the soles of my boots, the river.

It was loud in here. Louder than outside. The concrete carried it. The whole Ohio coming down against the upstream face of the dam on one side and falling away under the spillway gates on the other, and the gallery sitting in the middle of it like the inside of a drum.

“That’s six gates,” Dale said in the dark. “Six bays. Six tainter gates. I want you to hear them before you see them.”

I put my palm flat on the wall.

Gretchen was standing behind me somewhere in the dark, because Dale had come on the radio at seven and said, “You want to see my dam. Bring Gretchen,” and hung up before I could answer. She was there with her tool belt and her level. I could hear her pencil tapping against her teeth.

The gallery was a concrete tunnel inside the top of the dam. It ran the whole length of it, from the lock on the near bank to the abutment on the far bank, a quarter mile, eight feet wide and nine feet high, directly under the dam road. You came down into it by a steel stair from a hatch in the dam road at the lock end. Dale had a key on a ring for the hatch padlock. He’d said, going down, that it was the only key and he’d never let it off his belt.

The Corps had built it in 1937 so men could get at the hoist machinery without going out on the dam road in the weather. Every hundred and twenty feet along it there was an alcove on the downstream side, a room cut back into the concrete, and in each alcove a hoist. And between the alcoves, set high in the downstream wall, a row of narrow windows looking out over the spillway. Slots, really. Two feet wide and four feet tall, with steel bars set in the concrete. In the daytime they let in a little grey light from the river. At night, Dale said, you couldn’t see your hand in here.

Krall had cut the gallery’s lights on Day 20, along with everything else on the dam’s feed.

I listened.

Through my palm, through the concrete wall, I could hear the gates.

A tainter gate is a curved steel gate, like a slice cut out of the side of a drum, hung on two big arms that pivot on a pin set deep in the concrete piers on either side of the bay. The river pushes on the curved face. The arms carry the push back to the pins. You raise the gate by pulling it up on cables or chains wound on a drum, the gate swinging up around its pins like a visor on a helmet, and the river goes out underneath it.

I could hear all six. The river pushing on each one. Each one a slightly different note, depending on how high it was raised. Some of them were open a few feet, with the river roaring out under them. Some were shut, with the river leaning on them in a long low groan. Six notes, in a row, along the dam.

And under them, the hoists.

Each gate had a hoist in its alcove. A big electric motor, a gearbox, a drum. With the power off they should have been dead. Nothing in them but cold iron. And mostly they were. But they weren’t all the same kind of dead.

“Five and six are live,” I said.

“Say why.”

“They’ve got a sound in them. Faint. They’re warm.” I moved my hand along the wall toward the far bank. “Somebody’s run them in the last week.”

“I ran them Day 51,” Dale said. “Off the emergency generator in the control house. The one you fixed.” His voice came out of the dark. “I’ve got a cable run out to five and six. It’s the only cable I had long enough. Five and six are the old ’37 hoists. Twenty-horse, geared down slow. That’s why the generator’ll move them and why they crawl. I can move those two, one at a time.”

“What about one and two?”

“One and two are fine. They’re old, but they’re fine. I’ve got no power to them. They’re stuck where they were on Day 20.” A pause. “One’s shut. Two’s open four feet.”

I moved my hand back toward the lock.

“And three and four,” I said.

“And three and four,” Dale said. “Tell me about three and four.”

He turned his flashlight back on.

The gallery came back. Grey concrete, sweating, with rust stains running down it from the steel conduit along the ceiling. Water on the floor in shallow puddles. The cable trays running along the wall at shoulder height, empty of power, with the old cables in them gone stiff and grey. The windows down the downstream wall, a row of narrow grey slots of light, going away into the distance toward the far bank like the windows of a train.

And Gretchen behind me, with her cap pulled down and her pencil in her teeth, looking at the concrete with her eyes narrowed.

“This is good concrete,” she said.

“It’s 1937 concrete,” Dale said. “They don’t make it like this.”

“They don’t make it like this,” Gretchen agreed, and put her hand on the wall beside mine, and closed her eyes.



We went to gate three’s alcove first.

It was the third alcove from the lock end. A concrete room fifteen feet square, cut back into the downstream side of the gallery, with a window in its outer wall and the hoist sitting on a steel frame in the middle of the floor. The motor was the size of a beer keg, painted Corps green a long time ago, with a nameplate riveted on the end: WESTINGHOUSE. 1952. A gearbox bolted to it, and a big steel drum on the gearbox’s output shaft, and the gate’s lifting chains coming down through slots in the floor and wrapping around the drum.

I knelt down and put my hand flat on the motor housing.

Cold. Dead. Nothing in it.

I put my hand on the end bell, where the shaft came out. I took hold of the shaft, the bare steel stub of it sticking out of the bearing, with my fingers, and turned it.

It turned. It was hard to turn, with the gearbox and the drum and the chains on the other end of it, but it turned, and I listened to it turn. Through my fingers. The shaft rotating in the bearing. The armature going around inside the housing. And the brushes.

An electric motor like that one has brushes. Blocks of carbon on springs that press against the commutator, the copper ring on the armature, and carry the current into it. They wear. Every time the motor runs, a little carbon comes off. A motor that’s been run a lot needs new brushes every so often.

I couldn’t hear the brushes.

I turned the shaft and listened, and there should have been a sound, a faint dry scrape, carbon on copper, every revolution. There wasn’t. There was the bearing, and the armature, and a soft ticking, little and quick, like something loose rattling.

“Brushes are gone,” I said.

“Gone how?”

“Worn down. Worn down to nothing. The springs are pushing on nubs. They’re not touching the commutator.” I turned the shaft again. “And the contacts in the starter are burned. I can hear them ticking when the shaft goes over.”

“Is it dead?”

“It’s starved,” I said. “The windings are fine. The armature’s fine. You put new brushes in it and clean up the contacts and give it power, it’ll run.”

Dale poured himself more coffee before he answered.

“Gate four,” he said.



Gate four’s alcove was the next one. A hundred and twenty feet farther along the gallery. Same room, same window, same Westinghouse motor on the same frame.

I put my hand on the housing. I took hold of the shaft and turned it.

It didn’t turn right.

It turned, a little. But it dragged, and the drag was gritty, nothing like the steady heavy pull of the gearbox and drum. It caught, like turning a pepper grinder with something stuck in it. And every half revolution it caught harder and let go with a little jerk.

I let go of it.

I didn’t need to smell it. But I did anyway. I put my face close to the end bell and breathed in, and there it was, faint and old and bitter, a smell like burnt hair and hot tar. Varnish. The insulating varnish on the copper windings inside, cooked.

“This one’s burned,” I said.

“I know,” Dale said.

“The windings went. The insulation burned off them and melted and stuck to the armature. That’s what I’m feeling. The armature’s dragging on the melt.” I stood up. “Somebody ran it on bad power. Low voltage. A motor that size on low voltage draws twice the current to do the same work, and the current cooks the windings.” I looked at him. “When?”

“Day 25,” Dale said. “River was up. I needed four down. I ran it off the emergency generator before I had five and six rigged.” He took his glasses off and wiped them on his jacket. “It ran for about four minutes and then it made a noise like a cat in a dryer and quit. Four’s been shut ever since.”

“It’s done, Dale.”

“I know it’s done. I’ve known it was done for thirty-one days.” He put his glasses back on. “I wanted to know if you knew it was done.”



We went back to gate three’s alcove.

Dale shone his flashlight out the window. The narrow window in the alcove’s outer wall looked straight down over the spillway at gate three. You could see the top of the gate’s curved face below, steel, rust-streaked, shut. Gate three was one of the shut ones. And beyond it and below it, the stilling basin.

I’d never really looked at a stilling basin before.

It’s a concrete trough at the foot of the dam, below the gates, where the water comes out. The river comes out under the gates fast, hard, a jet of it, and if you let a jet like that hit the riverbed it would dig a hole in the bottom of the river big enough to undermine the dam. So you build a basin. A long concrete floor, and at the end of it a row of concrete blocks sticking up out of the floor, big ones, like teeth. Baffle blocks. The jet comes out under the gate and hits the floor and runs along it and hits the blocks and breaks up, and all its energy goes into churning and boiling against the blocks instead of into the riverbed.

Under gate two, which was open four feet, I could see it. The jet coming out under the gate. A long, smooth, dark curve of water, fast as a train, going down onto the basin floor and boiling up white against the baffle blocks thirty yards out. Roaring.

And between the gate and the blocks, the water was doing something strange. It was going backward.

“What’s that?” I said.

Dale looked where I was pointing.

On the surface below gate two, just downstream of where the jet came out, the water was moving the wrong way. Back toward the dam. A long rolling wave on the surface, standing still, with the water on top of it running upstream toward the gate and then diving down under the jet.

“That’s the roller,” Dale said.

“The what?”

“The hydraulic. The roller.” He put his flashlight down. “The jet comes out under the gate and goes down along the floor, fast. And the water on top of the jet gets dragged along with it, and it has to come from somewhere, so it comes from downstream. It runs back upstream along the surface toward the dam and gets pulled under the jet and goes down and around and comes up again and runs back upstream again.” He made a circle with his hand. A wheel, turning. “Round and round. Forever. As long as the gate’s open.”

“What happens to something in it?”

“It goes round and round,” Dale said. “Forever. They call them drowning machines. You can’t swim out of them. Every few years before the Turn some fisherman would bring his johnboat up too close below a dam and the roller would get him and you’d find him three days later, still going round.”

I looked down at the roller below gate two. The backward wave. The white water boiling at the baffle blocks.

“Dale,” I said. “What does the spillway do to a big thing? If you open a gate fast. Right on top of it.”

He was quiet for a while.

“It pulls it in,” he said. “Into the gate bay. Under the jet. And the roller takes it and drags it down and back and down and beats it on the floor and on the blocks. Over and over. As long as the gate’s open.”

Neither of us said the rest.

Behind us, in the gallery, I heard Gretchen’s pencil stop tapping.

“Three,” I said.

“Three what?”

“Why’s gate three shut?”

“Because it was shut on Day 20 when the power went,” Dale said. “And I’ve got no hoist that’ll move it.”

“If I got three running. Could you open it fast?”

“How fast?”

“As fast as it goes.”

Dale looked at the hoist on its frame in the middle of the alcove. The green Westinghouse with its worn-out brushes. He looked at it the way I look at an engine I’ve had apart a hundred times.

“That’s a seventy-five horse motor,” he said. “On full power it’ll lift that gate a foot every eight seconds. Full open’s twenty feet. Under three minutes.” He was quiet. “But I don’t have full power. I’ve got the emergency generator, and it’s thirty kilowatts, and it won’t run that motor. It’d do to it what it did to four.”

“I figured.”

“And the powerhouse feed’s cut. And Krall’s not going to put it back.”

“I know that too.”

“So where do I get the power?”

“I’m working on it,” I said.



We went out on the lock wall after that, the three of us, into the grey daylight. Dale with his thermos. Gretchen with her level. Me with my hands in my pockets.

Kirsten was there. Shay too. I’d asked Kirsten at breakfast to meet us, and Shay had come because Shay went everywhere. They were standing by Dale’s control house, a little brick building on the lock wall, looking down into the main chamber.

The main chamber was six hundred feet long and eighty-four feet wide, a long concrete box in the river with walls sixty feet high. Upper gates at the upstream end, lower gates at the downstream end. It was empty of boats now, though not of water. The water in it was down at the tailwater level, because the lower gates were the ones that had been open last, and the river below the dam came right up into the chamber, flat and brown, forty feet below the top of the walls.

The lower gates were at the far end of it. Two huge steel leaves, each one forty-five feet wide and sixty feet tall, hung on hinges in recesses in the chamber walls. They met in the middle in a V pointing upstream, like two doors shut against each other. The point of the V was the miter. That was why they called them miter gates.

“That’s where,” Dale said, pointing down the chamber at them. “That’s where those marks on my guard wall went. To the lower gates of the main chamber.”

“Why the main and not the auxiliary?” Kirsten said.

“Because it’s bigger,” Gretchen said.

Everybody looked at her.

“It’s bigger,” she said again. “The main gates are bigger. Bigger gates, bigger leaves, more surface. More surface means more load.” She was looking down the chamber with her eyes narrowed, the way she looked at a wall. “And it’s got the river on the other side of it. The main chamber’s the river side. Right on the other side of that wall is the spillway.” She pointed across the chamber at the long concrete wall on its far side, the river wall, that separated the main chamber from the dam. “If you’re something big in the tailwater that wants to get past the dam, those gates are the closest thing to a door in the whole river.”

I followed her finger along the river wall to its upper end. At the head of the chamber a service bridge, a concrete deck wide enough for a Corps truck, ran across on top of the upper gate sill to the river wall, and the dam road started on the far side of it, by the gallery hatch we’d come up out of. A bus would fit on that deck. I measured it with my eye anyway, twice.

“What happens if it gets through?” Shay said.

Nobody answered right away.

“If it gets through the lower gates, it’s in the chamber,” Dale said finally. “Then it’s got the upper gates in front of it. And the powerhouse beside it.” He pointed at the land wall of the chamber, the near wall, and the brick powerhouse standing right on top of it, its long river face going straight down to the water. “The powerhouse is built on the chamber’s land wall. It’s part of it.”

“And if it gets the upper gates?”

“Then the whole pool comes through,” Dale said. “Everything above the dam. Twenty-two feet of river, all at once, through an eighty-four-foot hole. It’d take the chamber walls out. It’d take the powerhouse wall out.” He took a drink of coffee. “And the Core’s in the powerhouse.”

Shay looked at the powerhouse. Then at the inner wall behind it, Gretchen’s wall, grey steel ringing the town blocks. Then at the square beyond, where the Board stood.

“Oh,” she said.

“Can I stand on them?” Kirsten said.

She was looking down the chamber at the lower gates.

“On the gates?” Dale said.

“On top of them. There’s a walkway. I can see it from here.”

There was. Along the top of each leaf, a steel walkway with a pipe railing, so the lock crew could walk across the gates when they were shut. When the gates were closed, the two walkways met in the middle at the miter and made a bridge across the chamber.

“You can stand on them,” Dale said slowly. “There’s a ladder down the chamber wall to each one. You’d be sixty feet above the floor of the lower approach and forty above the water.”

“Then I want to stand on them.”

Dale walked to the edge of the lock wall and pointed down the ladder.

“Go on, then,” he said.



Kirsten and Gretchen went down to the gates together.

I watched them from the lock wall. Two women on a steel walkway sixty feet above a lock chamber, walking out along the top of a miter gate. Kirsten with her braid and her shotgun, walking the way she walked the wall. Gretchen with her cap and her tool belt and her level under her arm, pacing.

Gretchen paced the whole gate.

She walked out from the chamber wall to the miter, along the walkway, counting her stride. I could see her lips moving. Then she walked out along the other leaf to the other wall. Then she came back to the middle and stood at the miter, where the two leaves met, and leaned over the railing and looked down at the downstream face of the gates, the side the river was on.

Kirsten stood beside her with her arm out.

She put the shield up. Right there on the walkway. It came off her palm and went out across the chamber, downstream of the gates, a long pane of gold light standing on the water at the foot of the gates. It went out from the miter toward one wall, ten yards and a little, and stopped short. And toward the other, and stopped short. A long gold bar of light in the middle, with gaps at each end between the end of the shield and the chamber walls.

I could see the gaps from where I stood. Ten feet on each side, maybe a little more.

Kirsten looked at them. She let the shield go and put it up again. Same length. Same gaps.



When they came back up the ladder Kirsten’s face was set.

“It’s eighty-four feet,” she said. “Wall to wall. Gretchen paced it.”

“Eighty-four,” Gretchen said.

“I can do sixty-three. That’s all. I can’t make it go wall to wall. There’s ten feet on each side I can’t cover.”

“You don’t have to,” Gretchen said.

Kirsten turned to her.

“You don’t have to cover the whole gate,” Gretchen said. She took her pencil out from behind her ear and drew the gates in the air with it. Two lines meeting in a V. “It’s not going to hit the whole gate. It’s going to hit the miter. The middle, where they meet. The point of the V.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s the corner,” Gretchen said. “Corners fail first. I told him that. I told him that in his yard with a sandwich. The miter’s where the two leaves push against each other. It’s a corner. All the load from both leaves comes to that one point. And it sticks out the farthest downstream. If you’re something big trying to get through, you hit the point that sticks out.” She drew the point of the V again. “You hit the miter.”

“And the ends?”

“The ends are at the hinges. In the walls. That’s the strongest part of the whole gate, the quoin, where the leaf sits in its recess in the wall.” She put the pencil back. “It won’t go for the ends. It’s not stupid. It went for the lower gates because they were the weakest door in the river. It’ll go for the weakest point on the door.”

“So I cover the middle.”

“You cover the middle,” Gretchen said. “Sixty-three feet across the middle. Leave the walls to the walls.”

Kirsten looked at her.

Then she nodded. “Okay.”

I was looking at the river wall.

The long concrete wall on the far side of the main chamber, between the chamber and the dam. It ran from the upper end of the lock down past the lower gates and on downstream, and then it ended. Past the end of it, the tailwater opened out into the river below the dam. And the spillway was right there. The stilling basin below gates one and two and three, with their baffle blocks, and the roller turning under gate two.

If you were something long and big in the tailwater ramming the lower gates of the main chamber, and you backed off to get room for another run, where would you back off to?

Into the tailwater. Past the end of the river wall. Into the open water below the dam.

Below gate three.

I looked at gate three from the lock wall, its curved steel face shut against the river, with the roller turning beside it under gate two.

“Lew,” Kirsten said. “What are you thinking?”

“Nothing yet,” I said.



Krall came out on the inner gate’s walk at noon.

Calm. Pleasant. Nobody had called a meeting. Nobody had rung a bell. He just came up the steel ladder onto the walk on top of the inner gate with the crease still sharp in his jeans, at the hour when the most people were going in and out of the gate. Wall women coming down off the flats. Families coming out to the gardens. Grogan’s crew at the gate below him.

He stood up there and waited for them to notice him.

They noticed. It took a minute. A few people stopped. Then more. Then there were fifty or sixty people standing on Lock Street and inside the gate on Front Street looking up at Darrell Krall on the walk.

I was coming up Lock Street from the lock wall with Kirsten and Shay. We stopped.

“Afternoon,” Krall said.

His voice carried without him raising it. Twenty years of county meetings, the voice of a man who’s stood at the front of a lot of rooms. It came down off the walk warm and easy.

“I won’t keep anybody,” he said. “I know everybody’s got things to do. I just want to make sure everybody’s got the same information about the Surge. Six nights after tonight. The Board’s been telling us since Day 42, and I want to make sure we’re all ready.”

The crowd was quiet.

“On the Surge night,” Krall said, “every wall crew holds the outer wall. All of them. Every section, all night. And the inner gate shuts at dusk, the same as every night, and it stays shut till dawn. Nobody comes inside after dusk.” He smiled down at them. “That’s how we keep the families safe. That’s how we’ve kept them safe for fifty-six days. The barrier holds the inner blocks. The wall holds everything else. Everybody does their job, and everybody’s here in the morning.”

I listened to him.

I’d been listening to Darrell Krall since the night he walked into my bay. His breath. His voice. The way his weight sat. And I’d learned to hear the one catch in him, the hitch on the word that mattered, the way you learn to hear the one skip in an engine’s rev range.

There wasn’t one.

That was what I heard. He stood up there on the walk and said nobody comes inside after dusk to sixty people, and his breath stayed low in his belly the whole way through. It went over “nobody” and over “dusk” as smooth as a new belt on a pulley.

He meant every word of it. And it didn’t cost him a thing to say it.

That scared me more than the hitch ever had.

Krall said a few more things. Something about stores, about the gardens, about everybody pulling together. I didn’t hear them. Then he thanked everybody for their time and went back down the ladder into the inner blocks, and the crowd came apart slowly, people talking low to each other.

Kirsten hadn’t moved.

She stood in the middle of Lock Street with Shay on one side of her and me on the other, looking up at the empty walk on top of the inner gate.

Her crew had come up behind us. Noreen and Kayleigh and Dee with her arm in its sling. Jodie. They’d heard it too.

“Captain,” Noreen said.

Kirsten turned around.

“That’s a death sentence,” Kirsten said. Quietly, to them, under the noise of the crowd breaking up. “If the lock goes. If that thing in the river gets through those gates. The chamber floods and the powerhouse goes and the barrier goes with it. And we’re on the outer wall, between the river and the inner gate. And the inner gate’s shut.” She looked at each of them. “He just told us that if the lock goes, we’re on the wrong side of the gate, and we stay there.”

Dee looked at the ground. Noreen looked at the inner gate, at the men on its walk, and kept looking.

“I want you to hear it from me,” Kirsten said. “I heard it. What we do about it is my call to make, and I’m making it.”

“What do we do?” Kayleigh said.

Kirsten looked at me.

I didn’t have it yet. I had a gate and a roller and a dead hoist and a burned one and a seventy-five horse motor with no power, and a woman on a walkway with sixty-three feet of shield and eighty-four feet of gate.

“We hold the wall,” Kirsten said to her crew. “And we don’t need his gate.”



That afternoon I sat on Marge’s bumper with a pencil and a county work order off my clipboard and drew the dam.

I was never any good at drawing. I could draw a wiring diagram or a hydraulic line and that was about it. But I drew the lock chamber and the lower gates and the river wall and the six bays of the spillway, and I drew the roller under gate three the way it would be if gate three were open. A wheel of water turning backward.

Gretchen came by. She looked at it over my shoulder.

“That’s terrible,” she said.

“It’s a sketch.”

“Your chamber’s the wrong shape. The gates aren’t hung like that. And your dam’s crooked.”

“I know, Gretchen.”

She took the pencil out of my hand. She sat down beside me on the cowcatcher and took the work order off my knee and turned it over, and on the back of it, in about four minutes, she drew the whole thing right. The chamber. The miter gates with their walkways. The river wall. The six tainter gates in their bays, and the gallery inside the dam above them, and the stilling basin with its baffle blocks below.

Then she handed it back to me.

“There,” she said. “Now draw your wheel.”

I drew the roller under gate three.

She studied it a while.

“You’re going to drown it,” she said.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“In the spillway. Under gate three.”

“If I can get the hoist running. If I can get it power. If it backs off into the tailwater below three between hits. If Kirsten can hold the gates till it does.” I looked at the drawing. “That’s a lot of ifs.”

Gretchen tapped the pencil on the drawing, on gate three, twice.

“Every wall I ever built was a lot of ifs,” she said finally. “You build them anyway.” She stood up and put her pencil back behind her ear. “Get your power, mechanic. I’ll get you whatever steel you need.”



The Board lit at 6:07.

The whole crew was there again, and more than usual at the back of the square, maybe thirty women, short of the whole wall this time. They’d come to see the count. That was what the Board was for most people now, I thought: the count, more than the ranks.

I stood at the back with Kirsten and Shay and the crew. Dee was taking bets.

“Five nights,” Dee said. “Board says five.”

“It’s six,” Noreen said. “It was seven last night.”

“I know what it was last night. I’m betting it’s wrong. I’m betting it skips.”

“It doesn’t skip, Ramsdell.”

“It might skip. Nobody knows what it does. A ration says it skips.”

Noreen didn’t say anything. She held her hand out flat, palm up, and turned it toward Jodie.

Jodie looked at the hand and shook her head. “Let it ride.”

“See?” Dee said. “I’ll owe her two.”

Light ran up the column, and Dee shut up.

The names.

[Terry Hrabik: D -> C.]

The road crew whooped. Terry Hrabik, Krall’s road crew, up another one. He grinned and somebody slapped his back.

[Ann Bielski: E -> D.]

A paying family. The woman in the good coat who’d gone F to E the night Marge went E.

Then the Board paused. That pause it did, between the names.

[Lew Mrozek: F -> E.]

The square was quiet for about one second.

Then somebody laughed.

It was at the front. One of the road crew, by the sound of it. A big laugh, surprised, like somebody had told a joke he hadn’t seen coming. And then somebody else, and then more of them, a ripple of laughing going through the front of the square around the base of the Board, among the paying families and the road crew. Somebody said, “The bus guy?” loud, and more people laughed.

I stood there.

It was F to E. One rank. The lowest there was. The rank you went to from nothing. Half the paying families in the square had been E since the first week. Every wall woman at the back was E, capped there. It didn’t mean anything. The bus guy had made it out of F. That was all.

So they laughed.

And then, from the back of the square, nobody laughed.

I heard it go quiet behind me. The wall women. Thirty of them. They didn’t laugh. Not one.

They were looking at the Board.

At my name in white, twelve feet up. And then they were looking at me. And then, the way they had the night Kirsten went up, they were working it out. I heard it start. Low. A woman’s voice, behind me.

“He’s not berthed.”

“What?”

“He’s not berthed to anything. He’s the holder. He sleeps in the bus.”

“So?”

“So he’s E.” The first voice again. “The bus guy who parks a school bus in the depot. He doesn’t fight. He doesn’t hold a section. He’s never held a section in his life. He just stands on the wall with his hand on it.” A pause. “And he’s E.”

“So what?”

“So what are we,” the voice said, and didn’t go on.

Nobody finished it. Nobody had to. And the laughing at the front of the square faltered. People turned around to see what the back was so quiet about, and saw thirty wall women in their gear looking at the Board with their faces set, and stopped laughing on their own, one at a time, the way you stop talking in a room when you notice nobody else is.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D.]

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]

[River Rift: Surge, 6 nights.]

“Six,” Noreen said.

“Fuck,” Dee said.

“You owe Jodie two.”

“I know what I owe.”

I didn’t look at Krall. I didn’t look at anybody. I stood there with my hands in my pockets and looked at my name on the Board, F to E, Lew Mrozek, in white light twelve feet high over the square, and I didn’t know what I felt about it. It wasn’t like Kirsten’s. It wasn’t anything the town was going to remember. It was the bus guy getting out of F.

But it was mine.

[Lew Mrozek: E.]

The System said it again, in my head, quietly. The light went out on the Board. The square came apart.

“Well,” I said. “Somebody make me some coffee.”

Shay laughed so hard she had to hold onto Kayleigh.

Kirsten grabbed my jacket.

She did it as the crowd broke up, as the wall women started moving toward the gate for the night. She took a fistful of my canvas jacket at the chest, the way she had under the Board three nights ago, and pulled me around to face her.

She was trying not to smile and losing.

“E,” she said.

“E.”

“Congratulations, Mrozek.” She didn’t let go of the jacket. Her voice dropped into the captain’s voice. The wall voice. Low, so only I could hear it. “You know what E means, on my wall?”

“No.”

“It means you’re three ranks under your captain.” She tugged the jacket once. “A man ranked E still has to do what he’s told.”

I looked at her. At her eyes, steady on mine.

“Is that right,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“And who’s telling me?”

“The B,” she said.

“We’ll see,” I said, “who does what.”

She went still. She kept her fist in my jacket, looking at me, and the flush came up her throat above her collar, pink in the cold.

Then she let go.

“Wall,” she said, in her normal voice, and turned around and went after her crew.



It was a long night on seven, and an easy one. The pushes came in waves, the way they did, and Kirsten’s shield took them, all twenty-one yards of it, and the mudbacks came up the bend and sat in front of it until the Duda sisters, working as a pair, put both their lances into the same seam at once. I walked the wall. Five was holding where Gretchen and I had fixed it. Six’s corner was holding where the grey-braided captain had moved her people.

I spent most of the night with my hand on the parapet at the lock approach, where seven ended and the lock wall began. Listening to the river. Listening for anything long, coming up along the guard wall in the dark.

I didn’t hear anything. That didn’t make me feel better.



At two, in the lull, Kirsten came and sat down beside me on the walkway.

She took the thermos out of my hands without asking and drank out of the lid and handed it back. The river breathed below us in the dark.

“I want the next one,” she said.

I turned my head.

“The next tier,” she said. She was looking straight out over the parapet at the river, not at me. “Passenger’s the first one. There’s more. I know there’s more. Dale says the fine print on the Gatestone lists four.”

“Dale’s never been wrong about the fine print.”

“I want the next one.” She said it plain, like a call on the wall. “Tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“And I want it somewhere specific.”

“Where?”

She was quiet a while.

“I’ll show you,” she said. “Tomorrow. Not now.” She turned her head and looked at me in the dark. Her face was very close. “I want to choose where.”

“Okay,” I said. “You choose where.”

“And then you,” she said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear it, “can do what you want.”



The husks went back into the river at 6:24.

We came down off the wall at the change. Kirsten’s crew, and the women from five and six who’d been sleeping in Marge every morning since the chain came off the gate. Eleven of them. I put Marge in ANCHOR. The honeycomb came up gold on the glass, and the chord came up out of the housing, and they lay down in the bunks one by one and went under.

Kirsten came into my bunk and pulled the curtain shut.

She lay down on her side facing me in the grey light through the canvas, still in her wall clothes, her jacket off, her tank top dirty, her braid coming loose. She put her hand on my chest.

Then she leaned in and put her mouth by my ear.

And told me.

She told me where. And she told me what she wanted me to do to her there. All of it. In a whisper so low I could barely hear it over the stove and the breathing of eleven women on the other side of the curtain, her lips moving against my ear, and it wasn’t the captain’s voice. It started out as the captain’s voice. It started out as orders.

It didn’t stay orders.

By the end of it she was asking. Her hand had closed in my thermal over my heart and she was asking me, in a whisper, please, and her breath was coming short against my neck, and my hand was on her hip, holding her still, because she’d started to move against me without knowing it.

“Tomorrow,” I said into her hair.

“Tomorrow.”

“Go to sleep, Kirsten.”

“I can’t sleep now.”

“Yes, you can,” I said. “Close your eyes.”

She closed her eyes.

She was asleep in about a minute, the way she always was in Marge’s field now. Gone all at once, like a stone dropped down a well. Her hand in my thermal. Her breath slow and long against my throat.

I lay there awake and didn’t sleep for a long time.

It was the dam keeping me up.

I lay there in the grey light through the canvas, with Kirsten Halsey asleep against me and eleven women breathing on the other side of the curtain, and in my head I had gate three, shut, and the roller turning under gate two beside it, and a seventy-five horse Westinghouse motor with no brushes. And a thing in the river with a jaw wider than a towboat.

And no power.

I needed seventy-five horsepower, delivered as electricity, in the gallery, on the Surge night, with the powerhouse feed cut and Krall holding it.

Outside, through the honeycomb on the window over my bunk, the dawn was coming up white over the depot. I could see the dead buses in the lot. The generator truck I’d been fixing the night of the flatbed, with its fuel pump finally right. The fire truck by the fence.

And Marge’s own engine, under her hood, cooling.

Two hundred and ten horsepower.

I lay there and looked at the generator truck through the glass.


Chapter 17: Shed Nine

The generator head came off the truck at ten in the morning, and it nearly took my foot with it.

It was a big one. A Marathon generator end, twenty-five years old, the kind they bolt on the back of a diesel engine to make a generator set, sitting on its own steel skid on the bed of the county’s old emergency generator truck. The truck I’d been under with nineteen minutes of daylight on the depot clock, fixing its fuel pump. The fuel pump was fine now. The engine on the truck was fine. The generator head behind it was fine. I’d tested it twice since the bridge, just to hear it run.

It was rated at eighty kilowatts. That was a hundred and seven horsepower of electricity, if you had a hundred and seven horsepower of engine to spin it.

The truck’s engine was a little Isuzu four-cylinder that made about sixty.

Marge’s made two hundred and ten.



It was raining. A thin cold rain, coming straight down out of a sky the color of a galvanized bucket. I didn’t care.

I unbolted the coupling between the truck’s engine and the generator head. I unbolted the skid from the truck bed. I chained the skid to the depot’s engine hoist, the big yellow cherry picker we’d used to pull bus engines, and pumped it up, and the generator head came up off the bed an inch, swinging, eight hundred pounds of copper and steel on a chain.

And the hoist’s front wheel went into a pothole in the gravel and the whole thing lurched toward me.

I got my foot out of the way. The skid came down on the gravel where my boot had been. Eight hundred pounds. It went into the mud four inches.

I stood there in the rain and looked at it.

“Okay,” I said to it. “Okay. My fault.”



By noon I had it in the bay on a pallet. By one I had the fire truck’s PTO off.

That was the other half. The fire truck by the depot fence was a 1991 Pierce that had come in on Day 9 on a flatbed with a cracked block, and nobody was ever going to fix it. On a fire truck the pump runs off the engine. There’s a box bolted to the side of the transmission, a power takeoff, a set of gears that reaches into the transmission and takes some of the engine’s power and turns a shaft that comes out the side. That’s how a fire truck runs a pump when it’s parked.

Marge had an Allison transmission. So did the pumper. A different model, same family. And every Allison has a PTO pad on the side. A flat machined face with a cover plate bolted over it, where you’d mount a PTO if you had one.

Marge had never had one. School buses don’t run pumps.

But she had the pad.

I got the PTO off the pumper with a breaker bar and an hour of swearing, and carried it into the bay, and set it on the bench, and pulled the cover plate off Marge’s PTO pad, and held the PTO up to it.

The bolt holes didn’t line up.

They were close. Six bolts in a pattern, and four of them lined up, and two of them were off by a quarter inch. A different year. A different casting.

I sat down on the creeper and looked at it.

That was when Kirsten came and got me.

She stood in the bay door in the rain.

She’d slept. I could see it. She’d slept the whole morning in my bunk in Marge’s field and woken up clear, the way she woke now, and she’d put on her jeans and boots and a grey tank top and her canvas jacket, unzipped. Her hair was loose, out of the braid and down her back in long waves, dark gold with the rain, the way she wore it in the bus and never outside it.

I’d never seen her walk outside with her hair down.

She didn’t come in. She stood in the door and looked at me sitting on the creeper with a fire truck’s PTO on the bench beside me and grease to my elbows.

“That’ll keep,” she said.

I looked at the wrench in my hand, and at her standing there with her hair down in the rain, and set it on the bench beside the PTO where it wouldn’t roll.

“Come on,” she said, and turned around and walked out into the rain.



I followed her across the depot yard and out the shed-side gate and up the flats.

The rain came down on us. She didn’t hurry. She walked up the flats in the rain with her hair down her back and her hands in her jacket pockets, and the sheds came up out of the grey ahead of us in their long ragged row, and she walked to the ninth one and stopped.

Shed nine.

It was the same as the others. Tan steel, peaked roof, a roll-up door that didn’t roll. The number on the door in white paint, a big 9, and under it, smaller, in the same white paint, somebody had written KAPT. Misspelled. A joke, maybe. Somebody on her crew in the first week.

Beside the door, the ring of rust in the mud where her burn barrel had been.

She stood in front of it in the rain and looked at it.

“In here,” she said.

The door was a steel walk-in door beside the big roll-up, with a lever handle. She opened it. It stuck at the bottom, swollen in the frame, and she kicked it, once, the way you’d kick a door you’d kicked every day for forty-five days, and it opened.

Inside, it was dark and cold. Grey light from the door behind us and from a hole in the roof.

The hole was in the back corner. Somebody’s shotgun, maybe, or a mudback’s claw, or just the steel rusting through. A ragged hole the size of a dinner plate in the roof panel, and the rain coming through it in a thin steady stream onto the floor, into a white plastic bucket somebody had put there to catch it. The bucket was full. It was running over. The rain hit the water in it with a small hollow sound, over and over, plink, plink, plink.

The shed was maybe twelve feet by sixteen. Four cots. One against each wall. Army cots, canvas on aluminum frames, the kind that fold, with grey wool blankets on them, damp. A milk crate by each cot. A row of nails on the wall for jackets. A smell of wet wool and cold steel and old smoke.

Three of the cots were stripped. Bare canvas. Her crew had moved their things out to Marge.

The fourth one, against the back wall, by the hole in the roof, still had a blanket on it.

Kirsten’s.

I stood in the door and looked at it.

I’d seen the sheds. I’d seen them the first afternoon, the day we came back from the co-op, when I walked up the flats alone in the afternoon to see where they slept. I’d seen Bev Pawlak sleeping sitting up against a wall. I’d seen wet cots and burn barrels and women in their boots. I’d been angry about it since. I’d told Dale about it. I’d made it my reason.

I’d never been inside shed nine.

The cot was six feet from the hole in the roof. In a wind, the rain would come in sideways through the hole and hit the cot. The blanket on it had a dark stain along one side where it had been wet so many times the wool had felted. There was a jacket nail over the cot and a milk crate beside it, and in the milk crate a hairbrush and a coffee can of shotgun shells and a paperback with the cover torn off.

She’d slept there forty-five nights. With her shield going late and three knots of banked Strain grinding under her ribs and the rain coming through the roof.

I put my hand on the doorframe and kept it there.

Kirsten walked past me into the shed.

She went to the cot by the back wall and stood over it. She looked down at the blanket. At the stain. At the bucket running over beside it, plink, plink.

Then she sat down on the edge of it.

The cot creaked under her. The aluminum frame, the canvas, the old familiar sound. She sat there on the edge of her own cot in her jacket and her wet hair with her knees apart and her boots planted, the way she sat on the bus step, and she looked up at me standing in the door.

“Close the door,” she said.

I closed the door.

The shed went dimmer. Grey light from the hole in the roof. The rain coming through it. Her face in that light, turned up to me, pale, wet, still.

“Come here,” she said.

I came across the shed and stood in front of her.

She reached out and took my belt in her hand.

She took the belt itself, the leather, at the front of my coveralls where they were tied at my waist over the thermal. She took it in her fist, the way she’d taken my jacket in the square the night the Board called her B. She held onto it.

“This is where he put me,” she said. “Day 7. He walked me out here himself. He said it was temporary. He said, Kirsten, you’re my captain, I’ll find you something better as soon as I can.” She was looking at my belt in her fist, not at me. “I slept on this cot for forty-five nights. I banked every husk I killed on that wall into a knot under my ribs, right here, and I lay on this cot and felt it get bigger. Every night.” She looked up. “I lay here and listened to that bucket and thought, this is where I’m going to break.”

The rain came through the roof. Plink.

“I want this to be where I choose,” she said.

Her fist tightened on my belt.

“I’m choosing the next one, Lew. Crew. Here. In this shed. On this cot. Where he put me.” Her voice didn’t shake. “I’m asking you. Here.”

I looked down at her.

At Kirsten Halsey, who’d held Lock Nine’s wall since the first week. Sitting on a wet cot in a shed with a hole in the roof, with her hair down and her hand on my belt, asking.

“Yes,” I said, and went down on my knees between her boots, because I wanted my mouth on her.

The steel floor was cold through my coveralls. She let go of my belt. I took her face in my hands and kissed her.

Slow. Her mouth was cold from the rain and then warm. She put her hands on my wrists and held them there against her face, and she kissed me back like she’d been waiting since the bay door.

Then I unlaced her boots.

Each lace out of each eyelet, one at a time, her boots in my lap, wet leather and mud from the flats. She watched me do it. I pulled each boot off and set it by the cot, side by side, heels to the wall, the way she’d taught twelve women to set their boots by the step. She saw where I put them. She didn’t comment, but she looked at the boots a long time, and swallowed. Then her socks.

“Lew,” she said.

“Shh.”

I unbuttoned her jeans. She lifted her hips off the cot and I pulled them down her legs, the wet denim peeling, and off, and folded them, and put them on the milk crate. Then her underwear. Plain cotton, grey. I pulled them down and off, and she sat there on the edge of the cot in her jacket and her tank top and nothing else, her bare thighs apart, her knees on either side of my shoulders.

The cold hit her. Goosebumps came up on her thighs, on the long strong muscle of them, all over her skin in the grey light.

“It’s cold,” she said.

“I know.”

“I don’t care.”

“I know,” I said.

I pushed her jacket off her shoulders.

She let it go back onto the cot behind her. Then I put my hands on her waist under the tank top, on her bare skin, warm under there, and pushed the tank top up. Over her stomach. Over her ribs. Up over her breasts, the cotton catching on them and then letting go, and they came free, full and heavy, and she lifted her arms and I pulled it off over her head.

She sat in front of me on her old cot, naked, with her hair wet down her back and her breasts bare in the cold grey light from the hole in the roof.

Her nipples were tight and pink from the cold. Her skin was pale with goosebumps all over her chest and her shoulders and her breasts, and her chest was rising and falling fast.

I put my hands on them.

From below. Cupping them, lifting them, warm and full in my palms in that cold room, and I felt her shiver. I ran my thumbs over her nipples and she shivered again, harder, and it wasn’t the shed, and her hands came down on the edge of the cot and gripped it.

“Lie back,” I said.

“Lew.”

“Lie back on your elbows. And put your legs over my shoulders.”

Her eyes were grey-blue with that dark ring, and wide, and the pupils had gone big in the dim light.

She lay back on her elbows on her old cot. And lifted her legs, and put them over my shoulders, one and then the other, her bare calves against my back, her heels against my shoulder blades.

I put my mouth on her.

She was already wet. She’d been wet, I’d have bet, since the bay door. Since she’d decided. I opened her with my tongue, slow, one long flat stroke from the bottom of her pussy to her clit, and she made a high startled sound and her thighs clamped on my head.

I reached up her body with both hands. Up her stomach, over her ribs, and filled my hands with her breasts again. Held them. Squeezed them. Found her nipples with my fingers and rolled them while I ate her.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, God. Both. Lew, both, you’re doing both.”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t stop.

I took my time. I’d decided it on my knees on the floor. She’d lain on this cot forty-five nights and felt herself break by inches, and I was going to take as long as it took. I ate her with long strokes and short quick ones, and I sucked her clit until her hips came up off the cot, and I let go and licked her soft until they came back down, and I held her breasts the whole time, kneading them, her nipples hard between my fingers.

I didn’t let up. Never fast, and never once stopping.

The cot creaked under her. The rain came through the roof. Plink. Plink.



She came the first time with her heels digging into my back.

She was loud. Nobody was close enough to hear. Eight and ten had emptied when their women started sleeping in Marge, and the rain was drumming on every roof down the row. Kirsten came on her old cot with her head back and her mouth open, a long cry that went up into the steel roof and rang off it, and her pussy pulsed against my tongue and her thighs locked on my head so hard I couldn’t hear anything but her.

Then she laughed.

Right up at the roof, with her chest still heaving. A big rough laugh with no air behind it, and then she swore at the hole in the ceiling, a long filthy string of it, every word the wall had taught her in forty-five nights, at the hole and the bucket and the rain and the man who’d put her under them.

I held her breasts. I kept my mouth on her. I didn’t stop for any of it.

The swearing broke off in the middle of a word. She lifted her head off the canvas and stared down her body at me, and I looked back up at her and kept going, slow, and slid my fingers into her and pressed up, and she let her head fall back again and said my name to the roof like it was one more curse.

The second one came up slow, under the plink of the bucket.

I gave it time. I eased off until I was barely moving, my tongue just resting on her clit, my fingers hardly moving inside her, and I listened to her. I could hear everything. Her breath. Her heart, through her thighs on my ears. The cot’s aluminum frame ticking every time her hips moved. And under it, under all of it, in her, through my hands on her ribs, her class. Running. Up through her chest and out, clean, fast, nothing in its way. Except, at the bottom, the third knot, just sitting there.

She was holding herself up on her elbows with her head hanging back, her hair down off the end of the cot, and her chest was flushed red. All of it. From her throat down across her collarbones and over her breasts, red, the goosebumps gone under the flush, her skin hot in my hands now. Her nipples were dark and tight. There was sweat between her breasts, in the cold shed. I could see it shine in the grey light from the roof.

She lifted her head and looked down her body at me.

Her eyes were wet and heavy-lidded and locked on mine.

She held my eyes. The whole time. Looking down her own body at me with my mouth on her and my hands on her breasts, and she didn’t look away, and I didn’t, and I watched it come up in her face before I felt it.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. Keep your mouth right there, mechanic. Right there. Please.”

I kept it there.

She came again with her eyes open on mine. Her whole body bowing up off the cot, her elbows sliding, her breasts pushing up into my hands, and she didn’t close her eyes. She came looking at me, wet-eyed, her mouth open, and her pussy clenched and clenched on my fingers in long hard pulls.



I stood up.

I stood up off my knees on the cold floor with my knees aching and my mouth wet and her taste on my face, and I untied my coveralls from my waist and pushed them down, and my boxers, and kicked them off with my boots.

She lay there on the cot and watched me. Flushed red from her throat to her stomach. Her legs still apart where they’d fallen off my shoulders. Her breath coming in short gasps.

She looked at my cock. Hard. Aching. She looked at it for a long second and her mouth opened.

“On your back,” I said.

She lay back. All the way. Off her elbows, flat on the cot on her own damp blanket, her hair spread out over the end of the cot.

I knelt on the floor at the edge of the cot. The cot was low, a foot and a half off the floor, and kneeling there my hips were at the height of hers. I took her ankles in my hands. Both of them. And lifted them, and put them on my shoulders.

Her calves against my chest. Her heels by my ears. Her hips tipped up off the cot toward me.

“Oh,” she said, very quietly. “Oh.”

I pushed into her.

Deep. In this position there wasn’t anywhere for her to go. Her legs up on my shoulders, her hips tipped up, and I went into her all the way in one long push, deeper than I’d ever been, and she cried out and her hands came up and grabbed the edges of the cot.

“Lew.”

“I know.”

“That’s. Oh, God, that’s so deep. That’s too deep.”

“Is it?”

“No,” she gasped. “No. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop.

I took her. Slow first, long strokes, all the way out and all the way back in, deep, and every time I bottomed out in her she made a sound, and the cot made a sound. The old aluminum frame, groaning under us. Creaking. Squealing at the joints. The canvas straining. It sounded like it was going to fold up under us any second, and neither of us cared.

“Harder,” she said.

The captain’s voice. I heard it come back into her. Clear, giving a call.

“Harder. Deeper. I said deeper, Lew.” She was holding the edges of the cot. “Don’t you hold back on me. You hear me? Don’t you hold anything back.”

I’d already decided she wasn’t getting held back on.

I took her ankles in my fists and leaned my whole weight into her, folding her up under me with her hips tipped high off the cot, and gave her more than she’d called for, at my pace, not hers. Harder. Deeper. The whole length of me, every stroke, driving down into her with nothing held back at all, and the cot frame shrieked and slid an inch across the steel floor and hit the wall, and she cried out.

“Yes. God. That’s the call.” She tried to give the next one and it came out in pieces. “Harder. Don’t. Don’t you.”

I didn’t let up. The pace was mine now, and I was going to make her stand in it. The cot shrieked under every stroke. Her breasts bounced with it. The flush climbed her throat and her eyes went wide.

“Lew. God. Lew, please,” she said. “Please.” Her voice was breaking up. “I’m so close. This cot’s going to fold. Lew. Lew.”

I let go of one of her ankles.

I put my hand flat on her ribs. On the right. Under her breast. Where the two knots had sat for forty-five nights.

And I felt it.

The third knot was there, small and quiet at the bottom. But something else was coming up into her. From under her. From the cot, the floor, the shed. A warmth. Faint. Very faint. Like the heat off an engine block an hour after you’ve shut it down. Coming up out of the floor of shed nine into her body under my palm.

I didn’t understand it. Marge was a quarter mile away in the depot bay with eleven women asleep in her.

“Kirsten.”

She was already looking at me. Her face was wet. Her eyes were heavy and glazed and locked on mine.

“Something’s coming up out of the floor,” I said. “Out of the shed. It’s going into you.”

“It can’t. She’s a quarter mile off.”

“Tell it that.”

“Lew.”

“Now, Kirsten,” I said. “Let it have you.”



The cot went quiet first, and that was how I knew she was coming: every joint in that old aluminum frame stopped squealing at once, because every muscle in her had locked, her ankle iron-hard against my shoulder, her fingers white on the canvas edges. Then her pussy seized on my cock, let go, and seized again, deep, over and over, so tight I couldn’t have moved in her if I’d wanted to. Her back came up off the canvas. And her eyes stayed on mine. Wide and wet, grey-blue inside that dark ring, not blinking once, her mouth open and no sound coming out of it at all.

And the floor of the shed hummed.

I felt it through my knees. Kneeling on the steel floor. A low note, coming up out of the floor of the shed through my knees into my thighs and up my spine into my back teeth. Deep. The same note as the floor plates in Marge the morning Kirsten stood in the aisle and asked.

Faint. Much fainter than in Marge. Like a stove ticking two rooms away.

But there.

It came up through the floor and the cot frame and into her. I felt it go into her under my palm, into her ribs, and her body took it. All of it. Her class running up through her chest under my hand stronger, the way an engine picks up when you take the governor off it, and settling, deeper, into her. Into whatever she was.

She was still coming, clenching on me, her eyes on mine, and it pulled me over with her. I drove into her once more and held there, deep, as deep as I could go with her ankle on my shoulder and my hand on her ribs, and emptied into her in thick, heavy throbs, my head going back, a sound coming out of me that went up into the steel roof with hers. I felt her pussy pull at me, every pulse. I felt her take it.

The note in the floor faded.

It went slowly, the way the berth’s note had gone in Marge. Down, and down, and gone. And the rain came through the roof into the bucket. Plink.

[Berth tier: Crew.]

I came down onto the cot with her.

The cot was built for one woman and a wet blanket. I lay half on her and half on the edge of it with my knee on the floor, and she pulled me against her, her arms around my neck, and held on. We lay there breathing. Her chest under mine, going up and down. Her heart going hard against my ribs.

“Did you feel it?” she said.

“I felt it.”

“In the floor.”

“In the floor.”

She was quiet for a while. Then she laughed. Short. Breathless. Like she was still half sure she’d dreamed it.

“She followed us,” she said.

She meant the bus. I knew she meant the bus. And I had no answer for that, because I didn’t know how a quarter mile of mud and chain-link and the floor of a prefab shed had carried a bus’s note into Kirsten Halsey’s body. I didn’t know if it was Marge, or the berth, or the System keeping its own counsel the way it always did.

“She followed us,” Kirsten said again, softer, against my neck. Like she liked the sound of it.

I put my hand back on her ribs.

I listened. The way I’d listened every day since the co-op. The heat in her was gone. The two levels that had gone in the night she berthed were in her, settled, part of her. Her class ran up through her, clean. And at the bottom, the third knot.

It was the same. It hadn’t gone in. It hadn’t moved. Crew hadn’t changed it.

“The third one’s still there,” I said. “It’s waiting on a higher grade.”

“I know, Lew.” She put her hand over mine on her ribs. “I can feel it. It’s fine. It’s just sitting there.” She was quiet. “It’s not hurting anything.”

“No.”

“Then I can wait,” she said.



She got up after a while. She sat on the edge of the cot and looked around shed nine in the grey light. The bare cots. The nails on the wall. The bucket running over.

Then she held out her hand.

“Give me your knife,” she said.

I found my coveralls on the floor and got my pocketknife out of them. An old Case, two blades, my grandfather’s. I gave it to her.

She got up off the cot, naked, and walked across the cold steel floor to the door. And I saw what she was looking at.

On the inside of the doorframe, on the painted steel at eye level, there were names. Scratched in. Four of them, in a column, cut into the paint with a knife point. NOREEN P. DEE R. K OSTROWSKI. And at the top, bigger than the others, cut deeper, with the date under it: HALSEY. D7.

Day 7.

She opened my knife. She put the point of the big blade on the steel at the start of her name.

And she drew a line through it. Slow. One long line, from the H to the Y, straight through, cutting down through the paint to the bright steel. The blade squealed on the metal.

She looked at it.

Then she drew a line through D7.

She closed the knife and stood there with it in her hand, looking at the doorframe, at her name with a bright line through it. Naked. Her hair wet and tangled down her back. Her body still flushed. Flakes of old grey paint had come off under the blade and stuck to her bare toes, and she didn’t brush them off.

“Okay,” she said.

She gave me back my knife.



We walked back to the depot in the rain at a quarter past three.

She walked beside me down the flats with her hands in her jacket pockets and her hair down her back, and once she bumped her shoulder against mine, and once she looked back up the flats at the sheds. Then she didn’t look back again.

At the shed-side gate she stopped.

“Lew.”

“Yeah.”

“Whatever you’re doing with that fire truck,” she said. “Go do it.”

I went and did it.



The two bolt holes that didn’t line up took me the rest of the afternoon.

You can’t drill a new hole in a transmission case and expect it to hold a PTO under load. So I went the other way. I made an adapter plate. A slab of half-inch steel from what was left of Gretchen’s barge plate, cut to the shape of the PTO’s mounting flange, with the PTO’s bolt pattern drilled in it on one side and Marge’s bolt pattern on the other, offset where they had to be. The PTO bolted to the plate. The plate bolted to Marge.

Gretchen came by at five while I was drilling the last hole. She stood and watched. She never asked where I’d gotten the plate.

“What’s it for?” she said.

“Power.”

“For what?”

“For gate three.”

She looked at the PTO. At the generator head on its pallet in the bay. At me.

“You’re going to run the hoist off the bus,” she said.

“I’m going to try.”

“How far is the bus going to be from the hoist?”

“Close as I can get her.”

“Which is where?”

I looked at her.

“On the dam road,” I said. “Over gate three.”

Gretchen took the pencil from behind her ear and turned it over in her fingers for a long time. She looked at the PTO. She looked out the bay door, through the rain, toward the lock and the dam beyond the outer wall. Toward the dam road, outside the inner wall, outside Krall’s plan, outside anything anybody in Lock Nine had ever thought about doing on a Surge night.

“Darrell’s going to love that,” she said.



The Board lit at 6:06 and said five.

[River Rift: Surge, 5 nights.]

I stood at the back of the square with the crew and read it. Dee didn’t bet. Nobody bet. The whole back of the square looked at the number in white and nobody said anything, and then the light went out and the wall women went up to the wall, and Kirsten’s crew didn’t, because it was their night off, and we walked back down Lock Street to the depot in the dark.

It had stopped raining. The air was cold and still and smelled like wet iron.



I put Marge in ANCHOR at eight.

Kirsten’s crew in the bunks. Noreen, Kayleigh, Dee with her arm still in its sling though she swore she didn’t need it, Jodie. Kirsten in my bunk with the curtain half shut. No other guests. The five and six crews were on the wall.

The honeycomb came up thick and gold on the glass. The chord came up out of the housing. One by one they went under.

Noreen had the first watch, and Jodie had it from midnight. Noreen sat on the top step with her lance across her knees and the stove at her back, and she nodded to me when I went down the aisle, and I nodded back.

I lay down in my bunk next to Kirsten. She was already asleep, turned toward the wall, her hair everywhere. I put my hand on her back.

I closed the fuel shutoff before I lay down. I did it every night. I’d done it every night since the skirts went on. I lifted the top tread on the step, and turned the T-handle a quarter turn across the line, and put the tread back down, and went to bed.

I didn’t think about it. It was like locking a door.



The starter woke me.

I came awake all at once. You wake up slow in Marge’s field, the way you come up out of deep water on a summer lake. I came up hard, like somebody’d thrown cold water on me. Because I knew that sound in my sleep. I’d heard it ten thousand times.

Marge’s starter. Cranking.

Rrr-rrr-rrr-rrr. The big gear-reduction starter turning the engine over. Somebody had the key turned and was holding it.

And the engine wasn’t catching.

I lay there one second longer and listened to it. Rrr-rrr-rrr. The engine turning over and over. Compression, every cylinder. The injectors clicking. But nothing firing. No fuel getting to them. A starved engine, cranking dry.

The shutoff.

Somebody was sitting in my driver’s seat trying to start my bus.

I came out of the bunk.

I didn’t think about Kirsten. I didn’t think about anything. I came off the mattress and through the curtain into the aisle in my socks and my thermal and my boxers, and there was a pipe wrench under my bunk, an eighteen-inch Ridgid, where I’d put it the night after Krall said he wanted Marge burned. I had it in my hand before my feet were on the floor.

The aisle was dark. The stove was down to coals, a dull red glow at the front of the bus. The honeycomb on the glass was the only light, gold and faint.

At the front of the bus, two shapes.

One in the driver’s seat. Leaning forward over the wheel with his hand on the key. One standing in the stairwell by the open door, half in and half out, looking back down the aisle.

The door was open. The folding door, wide open, both leaves. Cold air coming in.

And out past the windshield, through the honeycomb, I could see the back of a pickup. A white county pickup, a one-ton dually with a utility bed, backed up to Marge’s nose. And a tow chain. Running from the pickup’s hitch to Marge’s cowcatcher, slack on the gravel, hooked to the plate.

The one in the stairwell saw me.

“Shit,” he said. “Shit, Tyler. Tyler, he’s up.”

The one at the wheel looked around.

The starter stopped cranking. He sat there in my seat with his hand still on the key, and in the gold light from the glass I could see his face. Young. A scrubby beard.

Tyler Gorski.

“Go,” the one in the stairwell said. “Go, go, start it. Just drag it. Get in the truck, I’ll drag it.”

He turned to go down the steps.

And the door filled with light.

It came across the doorway from the outside. A pane of gold, standing in the open door from the top step to the frame, sealing it. Like a pane of glass somebody had dropped into the opening.

The man in the stairwell walked into it.

He hit it face first and bounced back up the steps and sat down hard on the top one.

Behind me, I heard bare feet on the steel floor.

Kirsten came up the aisle past me. In my red-and-black flannel shirt and nothing else, her hair wild, her right arm out in front of her and her palm open toward the door. She didn’t look at me. She looked at the man sitting on the top step with his hand over his nose.

“Evening,” she said.

Behind me the bunks emptied.

I heard them come. Noreen first. Noreen was always first. She came down the aisle behind Kirsten in her long underwear with her lance in her hand. She walked past Kirsten to the top of the steps and put the point of her lance on the man’s throat, just under his jaw, at the hinge. Where you put it on a husk.

He held very still.

Dee came after her. Dee with her arm in its sling and her good fist taped, grinning like a kid at a demolition derby.

“Oh,” Dee said. “Oh, hell yes. Oh, this is the best night of my life.”

“Don’t,” Kirsten said.

“I’m just going to stand here.”

“Stand there, then.”

Dee stood there. With her good fist cocked. Breathing through her nose.

Jodie was at the back. In the rear door, which was open too. She’d been on watch on the top step. She’d gone out the back. She was standing in the rear emergency door with her coil of wire, and she looked sick.

“Something hit the fence,” she said. “The river side. Somebody threw something at the fence. I went to look. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Lew, I went out the back to look and I didn’t hear them come in the front.”

“It’s all right.”

“I should have heard them.”

“It was a good trick,” I said. “That’s why they did it.”

I went up the aisle to the driver’s seat.

Tyler Gorski was still sitting in it. He hadn’t moved. He had both hands on the wheel now, at ten and two, the way they teach you in driver’s ed, and his right hand had come off the wheel and was on the shifter.

I stood beside the seat and looked down at him.

He didn’t look at me. He looked straight ahead, out the windshield, at the back of the white pickup and the chain on the cowcatcher.

I listened to him.

His breath was going like a bird’s. Fast and shallow and high up in his chest, hitching, the breath of somebody trying not to cry. And his hand on the shifter. It was gripping it. Hard. His knuckles were white on the knob. But his grip wasn’t steady. It was shaking, a fast fine shake, and every few seconds it would tighten, squeeze, the way a scared kid squeezes something, and then loosen, and then tighten. Like a man holding onto a rope that’s slipping.

He wasn’t going anywhere. He knew he wasn’t going anywhere. He just didn’t know how to let go of the shifter.

“She won’t start,” Tyler said. To the windshield.

“No,” I said. “She won’t.”

“Why won’t she start?”

“Because I didn’t want her to.”

He looked at me then. His face in the gold light. Twenty years old, maybe. A farm kid. Chapped red hands. His eyes were wet.

“Rudy said she’d start,” he said. “He said it’d be easy. He said you’d all be asleep because of the, because of the field, he said everybody in the bus sleeps like the dead. He said Duane would throw a rock at the back fence and the watch’d go look and I’d get in and start her and Duane’d drive the truck in front and we’d be on the river road before anybody woke up.”

“Where were you taking her?”

He looked at the shifter.

“Tyler.”

“The siding,” he said. “Below the rail bridge. The Ironworks train’s coming in tomorrow night. Rudy’s got a deal with them. A car of diesel and a car of food. For her.” His breath hitched. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mr. Mrozek. I didn’t want to.”

“Does Darrell know?”

Something went across Tyler’s face. Fear, but a different kind.

“No,” he said. “No sir. Darrell doesn’t know. Rudy said Darrell’d burn her. Rudy said Darrell was a damn fool to burn something worth that much.” He swallowed. “Rudy said if Darrell ever found out.”

He stopped.

“He’d what?”

“I don’t know,” Tyler said. “Rudy didn’t say. He just stopped talking.”

I listened to that too.

It was true. All of it. I didn’t need his breath to tell me. A kid who’d been handed a barrow and a chain and a padlock and now a key. Who’d been told it would be easy. Who was sitting in a stranger’s bus at two in the morning holding onto a shifter like it was the last solid thing in the world.

“Let go of the shifter, Tyler,” I said.

He looked down at his hand. Like he hadn’t known it was there.

He let go.

“What do we do with them?” Dee said.

“Throw them in the river,” Dee said, answering herself.

“We’re not throwing them in the river,” Kirsten said.

“It’s what Linda’d do.”

“Linda’s not here.”

Noreen still had her lance at the hinge of the other one’s jaw. Duane, Tyler had called him. Older. Forty, maybe. One of Grogan’s regulars, with a gate crew vest over a camo jacket. He was holding very still on the top step with his nose bleeding where he’d walked into the shield.

“It’s two in the morning,” Noreen said. “The seams are open. We put them outside the wall now, we might as well throw them in the river.”

“Then we keep them till dawn,” Kirsten said.

“And at dawn?”

I’d been thinking about it. I’d been thinking about it since the starter stopped.

“At dawn,” I said, “they walk home.”



We sat them on the front seat, the right-hand one across from the stove, and Noreen sat across from them on the stairs with her lance across her knees and didn’t take her eyes off them for four hours. Dee sat beside Noreen with her fist. Kirsten took the shield down and went back to my bunk and put her jeans on under my flannel and came back and sat on the stove’s wood box with her shotgun.

Jodie went out and unhooked the chain from the cowcatcher.

I went out and looked at the pickup.

It was a 2009 Ford F-350, county white, with LOCK NINE stenciled on the door over an older county seal somebody had sanded off. I knew it. I’d changed its oil a month back. And I knew, before I touched it, what was going to be wrong with it, because I’d told Grogan’s crew that same day and they’d ignored me.

The left front wheel. The bearing. I’d heard it growl when they drove it into the bay for that oil change. It was worse now. I spun the wheel by hand and felt it through the tire, the rough grind of the bearing, the play in the hub when I rocked it top to bottom. A month from now it’d seize on the river road at forty miles an hour and put the truck in the ditch.

It was two in the morning and I had four hours.

I went and got a bearing off a dead county truck in the back row.



“What are you doing?” Kirsten said.

She’d come out of the bus at four, with a mug of coffee, and found me on my back under the front of the pickup with a droplight.

“Wheel bearing,” I said.

“On their truck.”

“On the county’s truck.”

“They came to steal your bus, Lew.”

“I was there.”

“They put a chain on your bus. In the middle of the night. To drag her to the Ironworks and sell her for a car of diesel.”

“I know, Kirsten.”

“And you’re fixing their wheel bearing.”

I slid out from under the pickup and looked up at her. She was standing over me in my flannel shirt and her jeans, with the coffee in her hand, looking down at me with an expression I couldn’t read.

“It was going to seize,” I said. “On the river road. Somebody was going to get hurt.”

She crouched down and handed me the coffee.

“You can’t leave a broken thing broken,” she said. “Can you.”

“No.”

“Even if it’s theirs.”

“It’s not theirs,” I said. “It’s broken.”

She shook her head slowly, and sat down on the gravel beside the pickup’s front wheel with her back against the tire and her shotgun across her knees, and stayed there with me until I was done.



At six-twenty-four the husks went back into the river.

At six-thirty we walked them to the depot gate.

The river-side gate, in the depot’s own fence, the one I’d cut the chain off the night of the dusk run to drive Marge out onto the river road. It opened onto the river road outside the outer wall, a hundred and fifty yards below the main gate. Jodie cut the gate crew’s chain with my bolt cutters, let it drop in the gravel, and swung the gate open.

Tyler and Duane stood in front of it in their socks.

Their boots were tied together by the laces and hung around their necks. Dee had done that. Dee had insisted. She’d tied the knots with her one good hand and her teeth, and they were very bad knots, and she was very proud of them.

“Main gate’s a hundred and fifty yards up the road. Walk it in your socks,” I said. “It’s daylight. Nothing’s going to bother you if you walk fast and stay on the asphalt and don’t go near the culverts.”

Duane looked at me over his swollen nose, once, and walked out the gate onto the river road and turned upriver toward the main gate, in his socks, fast, with his boots bouncing on his chest.

Tyler stood there.

“Your truck’s in my yard,” I said. “Tell Rudy he can come get it. Tell him the left front bearing’s new.”

“Why?” Tyler said.

“Because it was going to seize.”

He looked at me with his wet eyes and his scrubby beard and his boots around his neck.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“I know you are. Go home, Tyler.”

He went. He walked out the gate and up the river road after Duane, slower, in his socks, and once he looked back over his shoulder. At Marge, in the bay. Not at me.



Grogan’s crew lined up at the main gate at seven. They always did. The dawn change, when the wall crews came down and the gate crew swung the gates and counted heads.

I was there. So was Kirsten. We’d walked up from the depot to watch.

Grogan was standing by the gate in his orange vest with his shotgun on its sling and his toothpick, counting off his men. Eight of them. Then Duane came up the river road in his socks with his boots around his neck, and then Tyler behind him, and they came through the gate and stood in line with the others.

Grogan looked at them.

He looked at the boots. He looked at Duane’s nose. He looked at Tyler’s face. Then he looked down the river road toward the depot, a hundred and fifty yards off, where Marge was, and where his county pickup was sitting in my yard with a new wheel bearing.

He spat once into the gravel and went on counting.



Krall came down Lock Street at a quarter past seven.

He did that some mornings. Walked the length of Lock Street from the inner gate to the main gate in his fleece vest, saying good morning to people. He came down it now with Clem Tuttle beside him, and he reached the main gate and stopped, and saw the gate crew lined up.

Saw Duane and Tyler in their socks.

Saw the boots around their necks.

Krall looked at them for a long time. His face didn’t change. Then he looked at Grogan.

Grogan looked back at him.

Neither of them said anything.

Tuttle had stopped a step behind Krall, on the side away from the gate crew. When Grogan’s eyes came off Krall and passed over him, Tuttle moved. He shifted the clipboard to his other arm and took one more step back, around Krall’s shoulder, so Krall stood between the two of them, the way you keep a fence post between yourself and a dog you don’t trust.

Grogan saw it, and grinned around the toothpick.

I stood fifty feet away by the gatehouse and listened to them not say it.

I could hear Krall breathing. Low and slow, the way he always breathed. But this time every third breath caught, right at the top, a little hitch, the way a fuel pump catches when there’s air getting in somewhere upstream. And Grogan. Rudy’s breath was up in his chest, the way it had been in my yard the afternoon he brought six men for the bus. And his weight was up on his toes this time, off the heels he liked to sit back on.

Two men standing ten feet apart at a gate, both of them knowing exactly what the other one knew.

Krall wanted Marge burned. Grogan wanted Marge sold. Grogan had tried to sell her behind Krall’s back. And Krall was standing here looking at two of Grogan’s men in their socks, and he knew why they were in their socks, and he knew what it meant that Grogan had sent them, and Grogan knew he knew.

And neither of them said a word.

It was the loudest thing I’d heard in Lock Nine.

Krall turned around and walked back up Lock Street toward the inner gate, with Tuttle beside him. He didn’t say good morning to anybody on the way.

Grogan went on counting his men.

Kirsten, beside me, let out a long breath.

“Five nights,” she said.

“Four,” I said. “At dusk.”

She looked up Lock Street at Krall’s back, in his fleece vest, going away.

“He’s going to do something,” she said.

“They both are,” I said.


Chapter 18: Seven Feet

“I’m supposed to be gone tomorrow,” Shay said.

She said it to Kirsten, not to me. I was ten feet away on my back on a creeper under Marge’s belly with a fire truck’s driveshaft across my chest, and she never once looked at me. She said it at the stove, at eight in the morning on Day 58, with a mug of Noreen’s coffee in her hands that she’d taken off the burner without asking.

Kirsten was sitting on the edge of her bunk lacing her boots. She’d been up since the starter, like the rest of us.

“Tomorrow,” Kirsten said.

“Tri-County wants me back before the Surge. Runners don’t stay out on Surge nights. Boss wants everybody inside the mall when the count gets to two.” Shay drank. “So I’m supposed to run out tomorrow at first light and be there by noon and sit in my stall and listen to the Board count down and sleep an hour at a time till it’s over.”

Kirsten pulled her laces tight. “So go.”

“I’m not going.”

Kirsten looked up.

I’d stopped turning the wrench. I lay there under the bus with the driveshaft on my chest and listened to the stove tick, and to Shay not saying anything for longer than I’d ever heard her not say anything.

“There’s a fish under that lock,” Shay said finally. “A fish that bit a towboat in half. And it’s coming up behind the Surge, and everybody in this town knows it, and the boss here’s going to lock his gate on you when it comes.” She put her mug down on the stove plate. “And I’m supposed to run past it to sit in a D-grade stall in a dead mall and sleep an hour at a time and stay fast.”

Kirsten set her own mug down on the stove plate beside Shay’s.

“No,” Shay said. “I’m not doing that.”

“It’s not your wall,” Kirsten said.

“I know it’s not my wall.”

“Then why?”

Shay was quiet again.

“Because I want to see what happens,” she said. “When he does whatever he’s going to do.” She tipped her head toward Marge’s floor, toward me under it. “And because I’m tired of being fast, Captain. I’m so tired of being fast.”

Kirsten looked at her.

Then she stood up. She was taller than Shay by four inches, and she stood up off the bunk in her boots and her dirty tank top with her braid half out from the night, and looked down at the runner.

“Okay,” Kirsten said.

“Okay?”

“Okay. You stay.” Kirsten picked her jacket up off the bunk. “You stay, you’re on my wall. You do what I say on it.”

“I don’t do what anybody says.”

“On my wall you do.”

Shay looked up at her. And grinned. The real one, with her whole face, the one that crinkled her eyes shut.

“Yes, Captain,” she said.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Kirsten went back up the aisle without answering, crouched over the inspection hatch I’d pulled in the floor by the stove, and looked down through it at me on the creeper under the bus with the driveshaft.

“Did you hear that?” she said.

“I heard it.”

“She’s staying.”

“I heard.”

Kirsten stayed crouched over the hatch. “Get the shaft in,” she said. “I want to see it run before I sleep.”



I got the shaft in.

It had taken me most of yesterday to get the PTO bolted to Marge’s transmission through the adapter plate, and the evening after the Board, before anybody tried to steal her, to hang the generator head. I’d put it under her. Between the frame rails, behind the transmission, hung from a cradle of angle steel I’d welded across the rails, where Gretchen’s skirts closed it in on both sides. Eight hundred pounds of copper and iron slung under the floor of a school bus. You’d never have known it was there unless you lay down in the gravel and looked.

Between the PTO and the generator head, about four feet. And for that four feet I needed a driveshaft.

The pumper had one. A short heavy shaft with a U-joint at each end that had run between its PTO and its fire pump for thirty years. It was a little long. I cut it down with the cutoff wheel and welded the yoke back on, true, checking it on the bench in V-blocks with a dial indicator I’d found in a dead mechanic’s toolbox in the cage. It ran out less than three thousandths. That’s good.

I slid it in. Yoke on the PTO’s output spline. Yoke on the generator head’s input. Bearing caps on, U-bolts, torqued.

“Okay,” I said, to Marge’s floor. “Let’s hear you.”

Noreen started her.

I’d taught Noreen the PTO the day before, in the yard, the way I’d taught her everything: once, with my hands, and then shut up and let her do it. The PTO had a lever, a cable I’d run from the box up through the floor beside the driver’s seat to a T-handle by the shifter. Engine idling, transmission in neutral, pull the T-handle. The PTO gears mesh. The shaft turns.

Noreen pulled it.

The shaft turned. I lay under it and felt it come up through the cradle. The PTO’s gears engaging with a clack and then a whine. The shaft spinning up. The generator head behind it starting to turn, the big armature coming around inside the housing, a deep rising drone as it came up to speed.

And a shake.

I felt it in the cradle. A vibration. The generator was turning smooth and heavy, and the PTO was whining the way it should. The vibration was in the shaft. A shudder, twice per turn, a little throb that went up into the cradle and into the frame rails and into Marge’s floor.

“Shut it off,” I said.

Noreen shut it off.

I lay there and looked at the shaft. It was true. I’d checked it. Three thousandths. That wasn’t it.

Twice per turn.

I laughed. Lying under the bus. I laughed out loud, and Noreen said, “What,” from the driver’s seat.

“I put it in wrong.”

“You what?”

“The U-joints. They’re out of phase.” I put my hand on the yoke at the PTO end and the yoke at the generator end. “When you cut a shaft and weld the yoke back on, the two yokes at the two ends have to line up with each other. Both the same way. Flat to flat. If one’s turned ninety degrees from the other, the shaft speeds up and slows down twice every turn, and it shakes.” I looked at them. One was up and down. One was side to side. “I welded it on turned. I checked it for runout and I didn’t check it for phase.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s stupid,” I said. “It’s the kind of stupid you do at three in the morning after somebody tries to steal your bus.”



I cut the weld and rotated the yoke ninety degrees and welded it again. It took an hour. Kirsten sat on the bus step with her coffee and watched me do it and didn’t go to sleep, which I’d known she wouldn’t.

When Noreen pulled the T-handle the second time, the shaft came up smooth.

No shake. Just the PTO’s whine and the generator head’s drone rising up through the cradle into the floor, the sound of a big machine doing exactly what it was built to do.

I’d rigged a test load. The depot’s welder, and every light in the bay, and the old air compressor in the corner, all plugged into a panel I’d wired to the generator head’s output. I flipped the main breaker.

The bay lit up.

Every fluorescent tube in the ceiling, every work light, the droplight, all of it, on at once for the first time since Day 20. The compressor kicked on with a bang and started chugging. The welder’s fan spun up.

And the generator head took it. I felt it take it. The load came on and the drone dropped for a second, a sag, and then the voltage regulator caught it and the drone came back up and held. Steady.

I lay there under Marge in the bright light under eight hundred pounds of copper turning, and grinned at the underside of my bus like an idiot.

“Lew,” Kirsten said, from the step.

“Yeah.”

“Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“That’s enough to run your hoist?”

“That’s eighty kilowatts. The hoist’s seventy-five horse. That’s about fifty-six kilowatts.” I slid out from under the bus. “That’s enough.”

She looked at the bay, lit up like a Saturday afternoon in the county shop before the Turn. At the compressor, chugging. At Noreen in the driver’s seat with her hand on the T-handle and her face doing nothing.

“Okay,” Kirsten said. And got up and went to bed.



Noreen backed Marge around the depot for two hours after that.

That was her idea, not mine. I’d told her at the lesson, the morning before the bridge, that you never back a bus by turning your head and looking out the back. You use the mirrors. You learn the mirrors until you can put her rear bumper on a dime. And she’d learned the mirrors, and she was good.

Then, while I was mounting the generator head, she’d come to me and said, “What if the mirrors are gone?”

“Then you’re in trouble.”

“On the Surge,” she’d said. “Something takes the mirrors off. A husk. A tail. And I have to back her somewhere. Then what?”

I’d thought about it.

“Then you know where she is without them,” I’d said.

So she was learning. She took Marge out of the bay and down to the far end of the depot lot where the dead buses sat in their rows, and she put a strip of tape over each mirror. Duct tape, two strips, an X. And she backed.

I watched from the bay door with my coffee.

She hit the first dead bus on the first try, gently. Marge’s back bumper kissed the front bumper of a 2004 Thomas with a bang that echoed across the lot, and Noreen stopped. Sat there. Put her in drive and pulled forward twenty feet. Backed again.

She missed it by a foot the second time. By three inches the third.

By the tenth she was backing Marge between two rows of dead buses, down a lane with a foot of clearance on each side, with no mirrors, without turning her head. Looking straight out the windshield at nothing. Her hands on the wheel making small corrections, a quarter turn, back, a quarter turn the other way. She wasn’t looking at anything. She was listening. To the tires on the gravel. To the echo of Marge’s engine off the dead buses on either side of her, coming back louder on the side that was closer.

She’d figured that out by herself. I hadn’t taught her that.

At the end of the lane she stopped with Marge’s rear bumper six inches from the fence.

Dee, who’d been sitting on a dead bus’s hood with her arm in its sling, keeping count, said, “Holy shit.”

Noreen put Marge in park. She sat there a second. Then she took the tape off the mirrors.

“Again,” she said, to herself, and pulled forward.



Kayleigh was making flare-pots in the bay.

She’d been at it since the morning we walked the gallery. Every paint can in the depot, which was a lot of paint cans, because the county painted its buses itself. Gallon cans of school bus yellow and black and white, and quart cans of primer and rust paint. She’d poured the dregs out of them into a drum, and scrubbed them out, and lined them up on the bench in rows.

And road flares. The old district had kept a box of road flares behind the driver’s seat of every bus, in the gap where I’d built Marge’s core housing. Twenty-four to a box. I’d pulled the box out of Marge when I built the housing and tossed it on the shelf. There were dead buses in every row of the lot, and every one of them had a box, and Kayleigh had gone through every one of them.

She had three hundred road flares on the bench.

She cut them open. Carefully, with a hacksaw, wearing the gloves I’d made her. Took the cores out. The red-burning stuff inside, the strontium and the sulfur and whatever else it was. And packed the cores into the paint cans with something else, sawdust and the waste oil from the boiler drum, and capped them, and put a short flare-striker fuse through the lid.

“Watch,” she said, when I came over.

She took one out to the gravel and pulled the striker. The fuse sputtered. She threw the can ten feet. It landed on the gravel and lay there a second, and then the lid blew off with a soft thump, and it lit.

Orange. Warm, deep orange, not the red of a road flare. The waste oil changed the color. A tall steady flame, a foot high, and the heat came off it in a wave I could feel from where I stood.

“That’s twenty minutes,” she said. “It’ll burn twenty minutes. In rain too. And it’s warm. They hate warm.” She looked at it. “Your oil makes it warm. The flares alone are red, and red doesn’t bother them as much. But the oil makes it orange, and orange is warm, and warm behind a barrier blinds them.”

“How many have you got?”

“Sixty-one,” she said. “I’ll have a hundred by the Surge.”

She looked at the flare-pot burning on the gravel. Then at me. She had soot on her face and her ponytail was coming down and her eyes, the way they always were when anybody looked at something she’d made, were wet.

She pointed a sooty glove at me before I’d said anything. I kept my mouth shut. She nodded, satisfied, and wiped her eyes on her sleeve.



Jodie had been on the dam road since dawn.

I walked out at eleven with Gretchen to see. Down Lock Street to the lock wall, out along it and over the service bridge at the head of the chamber to where the dam road began, at the near end of the dam, by the hatch to the gallery. The dam road was a strip of concrete on top of the dam, sixteen feet wide, with a steel guardrail on both sides. Upstream side, the pool, flat and grey and close below the rail. Downstream side, the drop, forty feet down to the spillway and the roar of the water going out under the gates.

It was a quarter mile across. The gates’ piers stuck up above the road every hundred and twenty feet, square concrete towers with the hoist cables going down through them.

Jodie was on her knees at the lock end of it with her coil of wire.

She’d strung a line across the road. Ankle-high. Thin steel wire, tied off at both guardrails, and she was setting another one six feet farther out. And between them, on the concrete, a row of things I didn’t recognize at first. Little loops of wire standing up off the concrete on stakes she’d drilled into the expansion joints.

“Trips,” she said, without looking up. “And snares. The trips are for the husks. They come down the road fast, they hit the wire, they go down, and the ones behind them go over them.” She pointed at the loops. “The snares are for their feet. They step in, it closes. Holds them a minute.”

“That won’t stop them.”

“No,” Jodie said. “It’ll slow them. You want them slow at the end of the road. Not fast.” She looked up at me. “That’s the whole thing about snares, Lew. You don’t stop anything. You just make it stand still for a minute where you want it.”

Gretchen was looking at the wires.

“Who taught you this?” she said.

“My dad. He trapped muskrat on the Beaver River for forty years.” Jodie went back to her wire. “I’m doing both ends. This end and the far end. I’ll have it done by tomorrow night.”



Gretchen walked the dam road with me.

She paced it. The whole quarter mile, from the lock end to the far abutment and back, with her pencil behind her ear and her hands in her back pockets, counting her stride. I walked beside her. Neither of us said anything for the first hundred yards.

At gate three’s pier she stopped.

It was a square concrete tower standing up out of the dam road on the downstream side, eight feet across, with a steel access door in it. Below it, inside the dam, gate three’s alcove in the gallery, with the Westinghouse on its frame. And below that, the gate itself, shut, and the spillway, and the stilling basin with its baffle blocks.

Gretchen put her hand on the guardrail beside the pier.

“Here,” she said.

“Here what?”

“You want her here.” She looked down the road. “Right here. Rear end to the pier. Nose pointing back toward the lock. So when you need to go, you go forward, not backward.” She looked at me. “You want to drive off a dam backward on a Surge night?”

“No.”

“Then nose to the lock.”

She was right. I hadn’t thought about that. I’d been thinking about the cable.

“How far to the gallery hatch?” I said.

She’d paced it on the way out. She didn’t even have to think. “Three hundred and sixty-one feet from this pier to the hatch at the lock end. Then down the stairs, forty feet. Then back along the gallery to gate three’s alcove, three hundred and sixty feet. Call it eight hundred feet of cable.”

“I’ve got six hundred.”

“Then you need two hundred more.”

“Or I go down through the pier.” I knocked on the steel access door in the pier. It was rusted shut. “There’s a ladder in here. It’s got to go down to the gallery. That’s how they’d get to the hoist from the road. Straight down.”

Gretchen looked at the door.

“Then you need sixty feet,” she said.

“Then I need sixty feet.”

I put my hand flat on the guardrail beside the pier and listened to it.

It was old steel. Corps guardrail, W-beam, the wavy kind, bolted to steel posts set in the concrete every six feet. Most of it was rusted orange. It rang under my palm when the wind hit it, a long low note that went off down the dam road post by post.

At the post nearest the pier, the note was different.

Lower. Duller. A dead spot. I moved my hand down the post to the base, where it went into the concrete, and the note went dead entirely. The concrete around the base was cracked. The post was moving in it, a sixteenth of an inch, every time the wind hit the rail.

“This post’s loose,” I said.

“I know,” Gretchen said. “I saw it.”

“You can’t tie a bus to that.”

“I know you can’t.” She crouched down beside me and put her own hand on the concrete at the base of the post. Her eyes went half-closed. That grinding drone came off her, low, so faint I could barely hear it over the spillway, and I felt the concrete under my hand get warm.

Then she took her hand away.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll pull this post and two more. I’ll set a bracket in the deck. Steel. Through the concrete into the rebar. You’ll put your tow hitch on it.” She stood up. “And you’ll tie your bus to my dam.”

“It’s Dale’s dam.”

“It’s the Corps’ dam,” Gretchen said. “I’m just fixing it.”



On the walk back she was quiet. Then at the lock end, by the gallery hatch, she stopped.

“Your plan,” she said. “It only works if she’s out here. On the Surge. On the dam road. Outside the inner wall. Outside the outer wall, practically. On the river. Krall said every crew holds the outer wall and nobody comes inside after dusk. He didn’t say anything about a school bus on his dam.”

“No, he didn’t.”

“He’s not going to like it.”

“I’m not asking him,” I said.

Gretchen looked at me for a long time. Her hazel eyes. Measuring, the way she measured everything, the way she’d measured my bus the morning she found it in her fence line, walking around it twice.

“No,” she said. “I didn’t think you were.”



Shay slept at two.

That was the strange thing. Shay didn’t sleep. She’d told me the day she came through the main gate: she napped. An hour at a time, at the gatehouse, on the runners’ cot. She’d been at Lock Nine for four days now and she hadn’t lain down once that I’d seen.

But she’d been up since before dawn. She’d been up since the day before, running errands for Kayleigh and Jodie, climbing the depot roof to look at the river, eating everybody’s lunch. And at two in the afternoon she came up Marge’s steps and walked down the aisle between the sleeping guests from the five crew and lay down on the rear bench with her knees pulled up and her satchel under her head.

“One hour,” she said. “Wake me in one hour.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t let me sleep longer. I mean it. I don’t sleep longer. I can’t.”

“One hour, Shay.”

She was gone before I’d finished saying it.



I let her sleep the hour. Then I went back and sat down on the edge of the bench by her feet.

She’d taken her shoes off. Her taped trail shoes, side by side on the floor below the bench, the way Kirsten made everybody line them up. Her feet were bare. Her calves were bare below her torn leggings, freckled, and they were shaking.

Even asleep. In Marge’s field. In ANCHOR, with the chord coming up through the bench, they were shaking. The same fine fast tremor I’d felt at the fence the day she ate my lunch.

That shouldn’t have been.

The guests from the five crew, eight bunks away, had come in at dawn shaking just like that. Women who’d been on the wall since Day 3 with banked Strain buzzing in them. And by noon, every one of them was still. Their calves, their hands, their breathing. The field took them and Rest Stop took them deeper, and a sliver of the Strain bled off each one of them the way it did every guest, and they lay there still as stones.

Shay was still shaking.

I put my hand on her ankle.

Lightly. She didn’t wake. Her skin was hot, the way it had been at the fence, a feverish heat with nothing feverish about it. And under the skin, through her ankle, up her calf, I could feel the buzz. The Strain. Spread all through her the way it always was, loose and hot, like a battery charged too fast.

I waited for it to bleed.

That’s what a guest does in the field. I’d felt it a hundred times in thirteen days. Bev Pawlak’s Strain, Linda’s, Jodie’s. You put your hand on a guest after an hour in Marge’s field and you can feel it going, a sliver at a time, like a slow leak in a tire. The pressure dropping a hair, and the field taking what came out, and the woman in the bunk breathing easier for it.

Shay’s didn’t leak.

It kept every sliver. I sat there with my hand on her ankle for ten minutes in the field with the chord coming up through the bench and her Strain sat in her exactly as hot and loose and buzzing as it had been when she lay down. Nothing coming out of it. The field pressing on her the way it pressed on every guest, and nothing giving.

So I listened harder.

I put my palm flat on her calf, above the ankle, where the tremor was strongest. And I let everything else go. The chord. The stove. The five crew breathing in their bunks. Everything but her.

And I felt it.

It wasn’t spread evenly. I’d thought it was. At the fence, and on the cowcatcher the day she came back with her shin cut, I’d thought her Strain was spread all through her like heat in a radiator. But it wasn’t, quite. It was leaning. All of it. The whole loose hot buzz of it was leaning in her body, pulling, very slightly, toward one side. Like iron filings on a sheet of paper when you put a magnet under the edge. Like the strands of a cable under load, all drawn tight in one direction.

Toward her left side. Toward the window.

I moved my hand to her other calf. Same thing. Leaning. Pulling. Toward the left side of the bus.

West. Upriver.

I didn’t believe it. You don’t believe the first read on a thing like that. So I did what you do with an engine when the first read doesn’t make sense. I tested it.

“Shay,” I said. “Wake up a second.”

She came awake all at once. “Is it an hour? It’s an hour. Okay.” She started to sit up.

“Lie down. Turn around.”

“What?”

“Turn around on the bench. Put your head where your feet are.”

Her green eyes came open, half-asleep, suspicious. “Why?”

“I want to check something.”

She lay there and thought about it. Then she turned around. Swung her feet up to where her head had been and put her head down on her satchel at the other end of the bench, facing the other way.

I put my hand on her calf.

The pull was still there. Still leaning. Still drawn tight in one direction like a cable under load.

It was leaning toward her right side now, toward the same window. The same side of the bus.

West. Upriver.

It didn’t care which way she lay. It wasn’t pulling toward a part of her body. It was pulling toward a direction. Out the window, through the honeycomb, past the depot fence and the outer wall and up the river road, eighteen miles to Mingo Bend and forty to a dead mall with a Core in its steel frame.

Toward the Tri-County.

I sat there with my hand on her calf.

“What,” Shay said.

I didn’t know how to say it. I’d been looking for how to say it for five minutes.

“Your Strain doesn’t bleed,” I said.

She went still.

“Everybody else’s does. Every guest. They lie down in her field and a little bit comes out of them. It’s like a slow leak. It’s how they stay off the misfire line. Yours doesn’t. Not a bit. I sat here for ten minutes and nothing came out of you.”

“Okay,” Shay said slowly.

“And it’s hooked.”

“Hooked.”

“It’s all pulling one way. Like it’s tied to something. Like a cable under load.” I pointed at the window. “That way. Upriver. Whichever way you lie, it pulls that way.”

She looked at the window.

“Toward the Tri-County,” I said.

Her foot, which had been tapping the end of the bench since she lay down, stopped.

I’d known her a week, all told. Two days the first time through, and four since she came back. In all that time I’d never once seen her not have something to say. She talked while she ran. She talked while she ate. She talked upside down through a roof hatch. She talked in her sleep, a little, mumbling.

She lay on the rear bench of my bus and looked at the window and didn’t say anything at all.

Her face was very still. All the motion had gone out of it. The green eyes that never stopped moving had stopped. They were fixed on the window, on the honeycomb, on the grey afternoon light coming through it. Her mouth was a little open. Her hands, which were never still either, were lying on her stomach, folded.

She looked like a different person. She looked her age. Twenty-five. A grown woman lying on a bench in a strange bus in a strange town, being told something about her own body she hadn’t known.

I sat there with her, and the stove ticked, and that was all.

It was the longest minute I’d spent in Marge.

“Huh,” Shay said finally.

It wasn’t her word. It was everybody else’s word, the one the whole crew had been passing around since the co-op. She said it like she was borrowing it.

Then she sat up.

“Well,” she said, “that’s creepy as shit.” And swung her bare feet down off the bench onto the floor and reached for her shoes. “That’s the creepiest thing anybody’s ever told me, and I worked at a bar in Columbus where a guy proposed to me with a tooth.”

“Shay.”

“A tooth, Lew. A human tooth. His own. He’d had it pulled that morning.” She was taping her shoe. Fast. Her hands moving again. “I said no, by the way. In case you were wondering.”

“Shay.”

She stopped taping.

She didn’t look at me. She looked at her shoe. And she said, quietly, in a voice I’d never heard her use, “Is it bad?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is it going to hurt me?”

“I don’t know that either.” I didn’t lie to her. I wasn’t going to start. “It’s not getting worse. It’s just not getting better. It’s not bleeding. Whatever it’s hooked to is holding it.”

She sat there with her shoe half taped.

“Okay,” she said. Then she looked up at me, and the grin came back, but it was a thin one. “Okay. So when this is over, you’ll come look.”

“Look at what?”

“Whatever’s on the other end,” Shay said. “You’ll come look at it. You can hear everything. You’ll hear what it is.” She finished taping the shoe. “Right?”

“Right,” I said.

She stood up. She stood there a second in the aisle of the bus in her socks and one shoe, with her curls coming out of the bootlace.

“Don’t tell the captain,” she said. “Not yet. She’s got enough.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll tell her. When I want to.”

“Okay, Shay.”

She put her other shoe on and went out of the bus and up the side of the depot building on the downspout, and sat on the roof of the bay with her knees pulled up, looking upriver, and stayed there until dusk.



The Board lit at 6:06.

[River Rift: Surge, 4 nights.]

I read it from the back of the square with the crew. Nobody bet. The light went out, and the wall women went up, and at the inner gate Krall stood on the walk where he’d stood to tell the whole street nobody came in after dusk, not saying anything this time, just watching them go.

Kirsten stopped me on Lock Street.

“First watch is mine,” she said. “My crew. Seven to midnight. Linda’s crew has the second half. You come up at eight. Not before.”

“Why eight?”

She looked past me. At Shay, coming down Lock Street behind us with her hands in her rain shell’s pockets, kicking a rock.

“Because,” Kirsten said.

I looked at her. She looked back at me. Level. Grey-blue, dark-ringed, giving nothing away.

Then she raised her voice, just a little. The wall voice.

“Runner,” she said.

Shay looked up.

“The bus is yours for an hour,” Kirsten said. “Try not to break it.”

Shay stopped walking.

She stood in the middle of Lock Street in the dusk with the rock under her shoe and looked at Kirsten. At Kirsten’s face, which wasn’t doing anything. At me, beside her. At Kirsten again.

“You mean that?” Shay said.

It wasn’t a joke. For one second, it wasn’t a joke at all. Her voice went plain, the way it had gone on the bench that afternoon. Is it bad. You mean that.

Kirsten held her eyes.

“I mean it,” she said.

Shay didn’t move.

“I mean it, Shay,” Kirsten said again, quieter, in a voice the wall never got to hear. “Go on.”

And she turned and went up Lock Street toward the wall with her crew behind her, Noreen and Kayleigh, and Bev and the two Duda sisters, who’d been coming over from four to fill Dee’s place on seven since her shoulder went, without looking back. Her braid swinging. Her shotgun on its sling.

Shay watched her go. Then she turned to me.

The grin came back. All of it. The whole face, eyes crinkled shut, cheeks pink under the freckles in the cold.

“Bus guy,” she said. “I think the captain just gave me a present.”



The depot was busy. Anybody in it could walk out into the yard at any second.

Dee was in the bay with Jodie and Gretchen, at the bench, making Kayleigh’s flare-pots, because Dee couldn’t go up on the wall with her arm and was going out of her mind, and Jodie couldn’t go up on the wall because Kirsten wouldn’t let her, and Gretchen had come down at dusk to look at the generator head and stayed. The bay door was open. The light was on, all of it, every tube in the ceiling, because I had the generator running and there was no reason not to. I could hear them from the yard. Dee talking. Gretchen not talking. The hiss of a hacksaw going through a road flare.

Marge was in the yard, twenty feet from the bay door, in ANCHOR. The honeycomb up gold on the glass. The stove going. Nobody in her. The five crew had gone up to the wall at dusk.

Shay walked straight past the bay without looking in. Up Marge’s steps. Down the aisle to the back.

She opened the rear emergency door.

Wide. All the way, on its hinges, so it stood open to the yard and the cold night air came in. You could see the bay from it. The open bay door, the light, Dee’s back at the bench.

She left it open.

Then she turned around and looked at me, standing at the top of the steps.

“Sit down,” she said. And pointed at the rear bench.

I walked down the aisle and sat down on the rear bench.

Seven feet of green vinyl, cracked, with the stuffing coming out at one end where somebody had sat on it for twenty-seven years. I’d told her it was seven feet back when she was upside down in the front hatch asking.

She stood in front of me in the aisle.

She was in the red rain shell and the black leggings, the torn ones, and her taped shoes. She toed the shoes off. Kicked them under the bunk. Then she unzipped the rain shell, slowly, all the way down, and shrugged it off her shoulders and let it fall on the floor behind her, and stood there in her sports bra and her leggings in the stove light.

The freckles. All down her throat and over her collarbones and across the tops of her breasts above the black sports bra, cinnamon on cream. Her stomach was soft and pale and freckled too, her waist thick and soft above the leggings. Her nipples were hard against the sports bra. It was cold with the door open.

“You like the door open?” she said.

“It’s cold.”

“I know it’s cold.” She smiled. “Do you like it?”

I looked past her. Down the aisle, out the open emergency door, across twenty feet of gravel to the open bay door and the light and Dee’s back.

“Yes,” I said.

She started to sing.

Under her breath. Off-key. Badly. It was the Bon Jovi song again, the one she’d sung in the wash bay the night of the boiler, “Livin’ on a Prayer,” and she didn’t know all the words and didn’t care. She sang it low, under her breath, and she started to move to it.

She turned around.

She took her time about it. Turned her back to me in the aisle and looked over her shoulder at me, her green eyes laughing. And she put her hands on her knees, and bent over, and her ass came up and back toward me in the torn black leggings.

God.

Round and high and heavy, the leggings stretched over it so tight I could see every curve, every shift of muscle as she moved. Thick. A runner’s ass. She swayed it. Side to side, to the song, slow, and then she rolled her hips and it moved in a slow heavy circle a foot in front of my face, and she looked back at me over her shoulder the whole time.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good.” She swayed. “That’s the idea. Keep staring.”

She backed up.

She stepped back between my knees and lowered herself until she was sitting in my lap. Her ass on my cock through my coveralls. And she ground on me, rolling her hips back against me, to the song, under her breath, getting the words wrong on purpose, and I was hard as a pry bar under her and she could feel it and she made a sound like she’d won a bet.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, hello. Hello there.”

I put my hands on her hips.

“Uh-uh,” she said. “No hands. It’s a dance.”

“Shay.”

“No hands, bus guy. Rules.”

I left them where they were. She let me. She ground back against me, hard, and rolled her hips in a slow circle in my lap under my palms. Her back against my chest. Her curls in my face, smelling like woodsmoke and the cold. She turned her head and put her mouth by my ear.

“How long have you wanted this?” she said.

“Since the fence.”

“The fence? You’re lying. You were thinking about the captain at the fence.”

“I looked at you at the fence.”

“You looked at my ass at the fence.” She ground down on me. “You looked at it twice. I saw you.”

“I looked at it twice.”

“Do you want it?” she whispered. “This ass. Right here. On your bench. With the door open.” She rolled her hips. “Do you want to bend me over this seat and fuck me from behind while Dee Ramsdell makes flare-pots twenty feet away?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

“Do you?” she whispered. “Say yes. Say it.”

“Yes.”

She stopped moving.

She sat in my lap with her back against my chest and turned her head and looked at me. Close. Her green eyes inches from mine in the stove light.

“Are you sure?” she said.

It was the plain voice again. The one from the bench that afternoon. Just for a second.

“I mean it, Lew,” she said. “Are you sure? Because the captain said yes. But I want you to say yes. Not her. You.”

“Shay,” I said.

“What?”

“Stop talking.”

She held it another second. Then she laughed, short and hoarse and surprised, and I put my hand in her curls and turned her face the rest of the way to me and kissed her.

She kissed all at once, mouth open and hungry and wet on mine, and her hand coming up behind her to the back of my head, holding me, and her whole body turning in my lap to get closer, twisting around until she was sideways across my thighs with her arm around my neck. I put my hand on her ass. Through the leggings. I filled my palm with it and squeezed, and she groaned into my mouth.

“Hands,” she gasped. “You’re using hands.”

“Dance is over.”

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, okay. Okay.”

She slid off my lap.

Onto her knees, on the steel floor of the aisle between my boots. She looked up at me. Her curls were half out of the bootlace. Her freckled face was flushed pink, all the way down her throat. She put her hands on my thighs.

“Ration of coffee says you don’t last five minutes,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about this for two weeks. I’ve been thinking about it on the roof. On the road. In the shower. I’ve been thinking about this the whole time.” She was already untying my coveralls at the waist. “Lift up.”

I lifted up.

She pulled my coveralls down. And my boxers. And my cock came out hard and swinging, right in front of her face, and she sat back on her heels on the floor and looked at it.

“Oh, fuck me,” she said, delighted. “Oh, fuck me, Lew. Are you kidding? Are you kidding me? The captain’s been taking that?”

“Shay.”

“I’m just asking. I’m just asking a question.” She wrapped her hand around it. Her fingers didn’t meet. She looked at that too, and laughed, breathless, and looked up at me. “That’s going to be a problem.”

“Is it.”

“No,” she said. “No, it’s not.”

She put her mouth on me.

She didn’t tease, at first.

She went down on me like she’d been starving. Her lips closing over the head and sliding down, wet, her tongue flat underneath, as far as she could take it, and then up, and her eyes on me the whole time. Wide. Green. Locked on my face. She came up off me and licked her lips and went down again, deeper. Slower. A long wet slide, and a sound in her throat, low, a long moan that I felt in my cock all the way to the root.

She was loud. On purpose. I could tell it was on purpose. Every time she went down she made noise, wet sucking noises, moans, little gasps when she came up for air, and they were loud, and the emergency door was open behind her.

Her eyes flicked to it.

Over her shoulder. To the open door, the dark yard, the lit bay twenty feet beyond, where Dee’s voice was saying something about the fuses. Then back to me. And she went down again, harder, louder, and moaned around me like she wanted Dee to hear it.

“Jesus,” I said. “Shay.”

She came up. “Too loud? Tell me it’s too loud.”

“No.”

“Liar,” she said, and swallowed me again.

She was good. God, she was good.

She used her hand on what she couldn’t take, twisting, and her mouth on the rest, slow and then fast and then slow again, and she sucked hard enough that her cheeks hollowed, and she looked up at me with her eyes watering and didn’t stop. Spit ran down my cock over her fingers. She didn’t care. She didn’t wipe it. She took me deeper, until I felt the back of her throat, and held there, and her eyes watered over, and she made a choking laughing sound around me and pulled back and gasped and grinned up at me with her chin wet.

“I’m going to make you come in my mouth,” she said. “In a second. I’m going to.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am.”

“No,” I said, and put my hand in her curls, and pulled her off me, firm. Her head came back and she looked up at me with her mouth open and her eyes wide.

“Up,” I said.

She came up.

I stood with her. I turned her around in the aisle by her hips and put her hands on the back of the bench seat in front of the rear bench, the last seat in the right-hand row, and pushed her forward until she was bent over it with her hands gripping the top of the seat back.

Her ass came up and back toward me. In the leggings. In the stove light.

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and pulled them down.

Over the curve of her hips, over that round heavy ass, the black fabric peeling off pale freckled skin, and her ass came out of it bare and full and jiggling as the leggings came down. Down her thick thighs. To her knees. And left them there. Her knees held together by the leggings. Her back arching. Her ass up in the air in front of me, round and pale and perfect, with the freckles going all the way down it.

She looked back over her shoulder at me. Her face flushed. Her eyes wet.

“Well?” she said. “What are you waiting for?”

I knelt down behind her.

On the steel floor of the aisle. I put my hands on her ass, both of them, full, one on each side, and spread her, and put my mouth on her pussy from behind.

She shrieked, a short sharp squeak she smothered against the seat back. “Oh my God,” she said into the vinyl. “Oh my God, Lew. Oh my God.”

She was soaked. She’d been soaked since the dance, by the feel of her. Hot and slick and swollen, and I licked her from behind in long strokes, my face buried in her, my hands full of her ass, holding her open, and she pushed back against my mouth. Her whole body rocking back. Her ass pressing into my face.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped. “Oh, fuck, you’re. Oh. Okay. Okay, you can do that. You can do that forever.”

I found her clit and stayed there.

Her legs started to shake. The tremor. The fine fast tremor in her calves that never stopped, that hadn’t stopped in Marge’s field all afternoon, and now it was in her thighs too, against my shoulders, and getting bigger. Getting harder. A shake running all through her legs.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. Wait. Wait, not yet. I want you inside me first. I want to come on you. Please.”



I stood up.

I sat down on the rear bench behind her. And I took her by the hips and pulled her back.

She came. She knew what I wanted. She came back with her leggings still around her knees and her back to me, and straddled my thighs facing away, toward the front of the bus, and I held my cock and she lowered herself onto it.

A little at a time.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. Oh, shit. Oh, okay. Oh, that’s. That’s a lot.”

“Take your time.”

“Don’t tell me to take my time,” she gasped. “I don’t take my time. I’ve never taken my time in my life.” And she sank down the rest of the way, all at once, and her head went back and she made a sound like she’d been punched.

She sat there. Her ass in my lap. My cock all the way inside her. Her back to my chest, shaking.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “Holy shit, Lew. You’re in my stomach.”

“You okay?”

“I’m so okay,” she said. “I’m so fucking okay.”

She started to move.

She rode me facing away the way she ran. Fast. Hard. Her hands braced on my knees and her ass bouncing in my lap, coming up and slamming down, and I watched it. God, I watched it. That round heavy freckled ass rising up off my cock and coming down on it, jiggling with every bounce, slapping against my thighs. Her back arched so deep there was a hollow at the base of her spine you could have set a coffee cup in. Her curls bouncing. The bootlace finally coming out and falling on the floor, and her hair coming down all at once in a wild copper mess over her freckled shoulders.

I put my hands on her ass. Both of them. Holding it. Feeling it move.

“That buzz in you gets louder when you go fast,” I said. “I can feel it in my hands.”

“You’re watching it,” she said. “Aren’t you. You’re watching my ass.”

“Every second of it.”

“I know you do. I know. I know you do.” She was gasping. “I did that for you. I did that the whole time. Every time I walked away from you. Every time I bent over. I did that for you. You looked every time.”

“Every time.”

She laughed. Breathless, high. And came down on me harder.



Footsteps.

On the gravel. Outside. Coming across the yard from the bay.

Shay heard them the same second I did. She froze. Halfway up, with just the head of my cock still in her.

The footsteps came closer. Toward the open emergency door. Somebody walking across the yard toward the back of the bus.

Shay looked at me over her shoulder. Her eyes enormous. Her face flushed red.

And then she put her hand over her own mouth, and sank all the way down on me, slow, and kept going.

She rode me with her hand clamped over her mouth.

Slower now. Grinding instead of bouncing. Rolling her hips down on me, her ass pressed into my lap, and every roll she made a sound behind her hand, muffled, desperate. The footsteps came to the back of the bus. Stopped. Somebody standing in the gravel by the rear bumper, ten feet from the open door, in the dark.

I put my hands on her hips.

And held her down.

Hard. Pinned her down on my cock so she couldn’t come up, couldn’t move except to grind, and she whimpered behind her hand and her whole body shook.

“Stay still,” I said into her ear. Barely a breath. “Stay right there.”

She nodded. Frantically.

“You’re going to come like this,” I said. “Right here. With them standing out there. Aren’t you.”

She nodded again. Her eyes squeezed shut.

“Do it,” I said. “Right now. Let them stand there.”



She came.

The scream went into her own palm. I heard it hit there and flatten, a long high sound with nowhere to go, her fingers white across her mouth and her shoulders jerking with it. Her runner’s thighs went rigid on either side of mine. And inside she fluttered around my cock, quick and wild, a hundred small squeezes tripping over each other faster than I could count, the way everything in Shay Mulcahy went. Her back bowed. Her free hand went back and grabbed my thigh and dug in.

And I felt it.

In her. Under my hands on her hips. The buzz. The hot loose buzz of her Strain, the thing that never stopped, that hadn’t stopped all afternoon in Marge’s field. When she came, it went quiet.

For one breath. All of it still in her, none of it bled, just quiet. Like a motor that’s been running too fast for too long and somebody finally takes their foot off the gas for one second, and the whole engine just sits there idling, stunned. One breath. The tremor in her thighs stopped dead.

And the hook didn’t. I could feel it. Under the quiet. Still pulling, upriver, tight as a cable.

I came inside her.

I held her down on me and came, deep, and pressed my mouth into her freckled shoulder to keep from making a sound, and my cock pulsed in her, long and hard, and she felt it and made a sound behind her hand that was almost a sob.

Then she started to laugh.

It came up out of her behind her hand. Giggling. Helpless. Shaking. She couldn’t stop it. Her shoulders were heaving with it and tears were running down her face and she had her hand clamped over her mouth so hard her knuckles were white, and she was laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe.

She twisted around in my lap. Got her arms around my neck. Buried her face in my throat.

And laughed into my neck. Silently. Her whole body shaking against me, with me still inside her, giggling into my collar like a woman who’d just gotten away with something enormous.

“Shh,” I said into her hair.

“I can’t,” she gasped against my neck. “I can’t, I can’t stop, oh my God, I can’t stop.”



“Hey,” said Dee, at the door.

She was standing outside the rear emergency door. In the gravel. In the dark. I could see the shape of her against the light from the bay, short and broad, with her arm in its sling. She wasn’t looking in. She was looking out across the yard, toward the river.

“Hey, have either of you seen the good coffee?” Dee said. “Noreen’s can. The Chock full o’Nuts. It’s not in the wheel well anymore. Gretchen wants some.”

Shay lifted her head off my neck.

Her face was red and wet and her hair was everywhere and her leggings were around her knees and I was still inside her.

“Noreen’s got it,” Shay said.

Clear. Calm. Completely composed. Like a woman answering a question at a bus stop.

“Noreen’s on the wall,” Dee said.

“Then I guess it’s on the wall,” Shay said.

A pause.

“Okay,” Dee said. “Thanks.” And her footsteps went away across the gravel, back toward the bay.

Shay put her face back in my neck.

She wasn’t laughing anymore. She’d stopped. She lay against my chest, sideways in my lap, with her arms around my neck and her face in my throat, and she didn’t move.

I’d never felt her still. Standing, sitting, even asleep on the bench that afternoon in Marge’s field, she’d been going the whole time, her calves shaking under my hand.

She lay there against me, and her calves weren’t shaking, and her hands weren’t moving, and her breath was going in and out against my throat slow, and she was still.

For one breath. Two.

Then her foot started tapping against my shin.

“Okay,” she said into my neck. “Okay. That was the best thing that’s happened to me since the world ended.”

“You said that about the lap of the parking lot.”

“I know I did.” She pushed up on one elbow on my chest, curls falling in her face, and grinned down at me. Her green eyes were wet and clear and laughing. “This beat it.”

She kissed me once, quick, and slid off my lap, and pulled her leggings up, and found her bootlace on the floor. She tied her hair up with it. Badly.

“Go hold your captain’s wall,” she said. “I’ll be on the roof.”



I went up to the wall at eight.

Kirsten was at the bend with the gold up along the parapet, twenty-one yards of it, and the first push of the night breaking on it and sliding back down the slope. She didn’t turn around when I came up the ladder. She let me get all the way to her shoulder.

“Dee came up twenty minutes ago with a can of flare-pots,” she said, watching the river. “She says if anybody ever sends her to ask about coffee again, she’s walking into the Ohio.”

“She didn’t see anything.”

“I know she didn’t.” Kirsten’s eyes went past me, down the flats in the dark, to the depot roof, where a small shape sat against the sky with its knees pulled up. They stayed there. A beat longer than they needed to, and then another. “I keep thinking about it,” she said, low, the way she only talked in the bunk. “Her. Like that. On that back bench.” She was quiet a second. “She’s got a body on her, that runner. I noticed. I’ve been noticing.” Her jaw worked once. “I like it, Lew. I didn’t think I would.”

Then she looked back at the river, and turned her palm a few degrees, and the end of the shield came around the bend to meet a husk I hadn’t seen yet.

“Watch your front,” she said.


Chapter 19: The River Reads Wrong

The bars were bent.

I saw them from fifty feet away down the gallery, in the beam of Dale’s flashlight, at a quarter past seven on the morning of Day 59. The fourth window past the stairs. A narrow slot of grey daylight in the downstream wall, two feet wide and four tall, with five steel bars set in the concrete in 1937. Four of them were straight. The middle one was bowed outward in a long curve, like somebody had put their back against it and pushed, and the two on either side of it were pulled out of their sockets at the bottom, hanging.

There was room to get through for something thinner than a man.

“Dale,” I said.

“I see it.”

“Was that there three days ago?”

“No.” His flashlight didn’t move off it. “No, it was not.”



We’d come down to rebuild gate three’s hoist and nothing else. Dale with his thermos and his flashlight, and me with my tool bag and a box of parts and the droplight on a cord over my shoulder, which was no use at all down there because there was nothing to plug it into. Kirsten was up on the dam road at the hatch with Noreen. Kayleigh behind them with a bag of her flare-pots, because Kirsten had said bring them.

I put my hand on the gallery wall.

The concrete was cold and wet. The river was in it, the way it always was. The pool pushing on the upstream face. The spillway roaring out under gate two. The six gates, each with its note.

And something else. Farther down. Past the bent window, past gate two’s alcove, toward three.

A scrape. Long and slow. Like a shoe dragged across a floor.

Then nothing. Then, a minute later, the same.

I’d heard that sound before. In a church camp cabin called LUKE, the day we went for the bunks, with my palm on the door.

“They’re in here,” I said.

Dale didn’t say anything for a while. He’d walked this gallery every week of his working life, and for fifty-eight days since the Turn he’d kept it locked with the only key on his belt, and nothing had ever come in.

“How many?” he said.

I listened.

“Three. Maybe four. In three’s alcove, or right by it.” I moved my hand along the concrete. “On the floor. In the dark. Where it’s darkest. They came in the window last night and found the darkest place in the gallery and bedded down.”

“They’ve never come in here,” Dale said. “Not once. In fifty-eight days. They don’t do that. They go in basements. Culverts. Cars. They don’t bend steel bars to get into a dam.” He was looking at the window. “Somebody’d have to tell them the dam was here.”

I thought about the mudback on her first night at B that went along the whole length of Kirsten’s shield looking for the end of it.

“Kirsten,” I said, up the stairwell. “Bring the flares.”

They came down the stairs with flashlights. Kirsten first with her shotgun, Noreen behind her with her lance. Kayleigh last with the bag.

Kirsten looked at the window. At the bent bars. Then down the gallery into the dark.

“Where?” she said.

“Three’s alcove. Three hundred and sixty feet. On the floor.”

“How many?”

“Three or four.”

She nodded. She didn’t ask me how I knew. Nobody on the crew asked me how I knew anymore.

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s how it goes. It’s a tunnel. Eight feet wide. They can’t get around us. That’s good. We can’t get around them. That’s bad.” She looked at Kayleigh. “Kay. How far can you throw a pot?”

“Thirty feet. Forty if I’m not scared.”

“Are you scared?”

“Yes.”

“Then thirty,” Kirsten said. “We walk down past two’s alcove, slow, till we’re thirty feet off three’s. We stop there. Kay throws two pots into three’s alcove. They come out blind. I put the shield across the gallery. Noreen and Lew work the edges. Don’t go past the shield, Lew.”

“I won’t.”

“I mean it. You’re the only one who can fix that motor. You go past my shield, I’m going to shoot you myself.”



We walked down the gallery in the dark.

You can’t imagine what that’s like if you haven’t done it. A concrete tube eight feet wide, nine feet high, the river roaring through the walls on both sides, black as the inside of a boot except for four flashlight beams and the grey slots of the windows going by every twenty-five feet. Water on the floor. Our boots splashing in it. The smell of wet concrete and rust and, as we got closer to three, something else. Something sweet and rotten.

Gate two’s alcove. We stopped at the edge of it.

A hundred and twenty feet ahead, the black opening of three’s alcove in the downstream wall. I couldn’t see anything in it. I didn’t need to.

I put my hand on the wall. Four of them. On the floor of three’s alcove, around the hoist frame, curled up in the dark under the Westinghouse like dogs under a porch.

“Four,” I said. “Around the motor.”

We went on. Slow, single file along the upstream wall, the flashlights pointed at the floor, until three’s alcove was a black square thirty feet ahead and the sweet rotten smell was in the back of my mouth.

“Kay,” Kirsten said.

Kayleigh struck a fuse.

It sputtered and spat orange sparks in the dark. She drew her arm back and threw, a long low underhand like a softball pitch, and the paint can went spinning down the gallery through the flashlight beams, and hit the floor, and skidded, and went sideways into three’s alcove.

Thump.

Orange light came up out of the alcove. Warm and deep. It lit up the whole gallery for a hundred feet in both directions, threw our shadows back behind us along the wet concrete.

She struck another and threw it. Thump. More light.

They came out.

Four husks. Out of the alcove into the gallery, on their hands and feet, fast, the way they move in the dark. But it wasn’t dark anymore. The orange was behind them now, filling the alcove, and they came out of it blind and hurting, shaking their heads, clawing at their faces. They didn’t know where we were. They knew we were warm. They knew we were that way.

They came down the gallery toward us.

Kirsten put up the shield.

It came off her palm and went across the gallery wall to wall. Eight feet. Floor to ceiling. A pane of honey-gold standing in the tunnel between us and them, ribbed and buzzing, with the orange light behind it from the flare-pots turning it the color of a sunset.

The first husk hit it and bounced.

The second hit it.

The third tried to go over it, and couldn’t, because there was no over. The shield went to the ceiling.

The fourth went sideways. Along the wall. Looking for the edge.

There wasn’t one. The shield went to the wall too. The husk hit the place where gold met concrete and clawed at it, and I could hear it scrabbling there, its nails on the wet wall.

“Noreen,” Kirsten said.

“Can’t reach. Your shield’s flush.”

“I know it’s flush.” Kirsten didn’t move. She stood there with her arm out and her boots planted in the water on the gallery floor, looking at the four husks piled against her shield. “Lew. Left side. I’m going to open a foot. Put your lance through it.”

I went to the left wall. The husk was right there. On the other side of the gold, a foot from my face, clawing at the seam where the shield met the concrete. Grey skin. Pale blind eyes. Its mouth open.

“Ready,” I said.

“Now.”

The shield pulled back from the wall a foot. Kirsten turned her palm a few degrees and the edge of the pane came away from the concrete like a door opening a crack, and the husk’s arm came through the gap, reaching.

I put the lance through the gap. Through its jaw. At the hinge, under the ear.

It went in. The husk stopped reaching. I pulled the lance out and it fell.

Kirsten closed the gap.

“Right side,” she said. “Noreen.”

It took four minutes. The gallery stank of burned flare core and something worse. When the fourth one was down Kirsten let the shield go, and it went out clean, and the orange light from the flare-pots in three’s alcove flickered on the wet walls, and we stood there breathing.

“They were in my gallery,” Dale said, behind us. Very quietly.

“They were in your gallery.”

“They bent my bars.” He was looking at the window, back up the tunnel, the bent one. “That’s 1937 steel. Inch-and-a-quarter round bar. They bent it.”

“Something bent it,” I said. “Last night.”

Dale’s flashlight stayed on the bars. Somewhere down the tunnel water dripped off the ceiling, slow, into a puddle.

“Gretchen,” Kirsten said. “She needs to fix those bars. Before anything else. Before your hoist.”

“After the hoist,” I said. “Before the Surge. She’ll have time for the bars on three’s section. She won’t have time for all of them.”

Kirsten looked down the long gallery, the row of window slots going away into the dark toward the far bank, fifty of them. Then at Dale.

“How many windows?” she said.

“Fifty-two,” Dale said.

Kirsten pulled her braid over her shoulder and started re-braiding the end of it, fast, the way she did when she was working a problem.



I rebuilt the hoist motor with the flare-pots still burning.

That was Kayleigh’s idea. She went back to the alcove when the husks were down and stood the pots up in the corners and said, “Twenty minutes. You’ve got twenty minutes of light,” and she was right. Orange light, warm, filling three’s alcove, throwing my shadow huge across the concrete. It was the best light I’d had to work in since the depot.

The motor first.

I pulled the end bell off. Four bolts, rusted, and a breaker bar, and Noreen holding the flashlight where I needed it while the flare-pots burned down. The armature came into view inside the housing, the commutator on its end, a ring of copper bars separated by thin strips of mica, dark and dull with seventy years of carbon dust.

And the brushes. Four of them, in their holders around the commutator. I’d known they’d be gone, and they were. Worn down to nubs a quarter inch long, the springs pressing on them so far out of their holders that they barely reached. Two of them weren’t touching the copper at all.

“Can you get new ones?” Dale said.

“I’ve got new ones.”

“From where?”

“From four,” I said.

Gate four’s motor was burned. The windings were cooked, the armature was glued to its own melted varnish, it would never turn on its own again. Dale had known that for thirty-four days.

But it had run for four minutes on Day 25. That was all. Four minutes of a seventy-year-old motor’s life, and then it died. And the brushes in it had been new on Day 24, because Dale had put new ones in it on Day 24, the day before he tried to run it, out of the last box of Westinghouse brushes in his stores.

“You put new brushes in four,” I said. “Before you ran it.”

“How do you know that?” Dale said.

“Because you’re Dale.”

He took his glasses off and put them back on.

“I did,” he said. “Last four in the box.”

We pulled them out of four. Noreen and I, a hundred and twenty feet down the gallery, in four’s alcove, by flashlight. I pulled four’s end bell off and there they were, four carbon brushes in their holders, an inch and a half long, with four minutes of wear on them and nothing else. I lifted them out of their holders on their springs and their pigtails and wrapped them in a rag and carried them back to three like eggs.

And the contactor. The starter. A steel box on the alcove wall with a big electrical switch inside it, the thing that closed when you hit the start button and sent the power to the motor. Three’s contacts were burned and pitted, black, ticking when the shaft turned because they were barely touching. Four’s had closed once, on Day 25, and opened four minutes later when the motor died, and that was all.

I took four’s contacts too.

The brushes didn’t fit.

That was the wrong first try, and it was a dumb one. I took the first of four’s brushes out of the rag and put it in three’s holder and it went in a third of the way and stuck. A sixteenth too wide. Two different motors. Same make, same model, same year. Different production runs, and somebody at Westinghouse in 1952 had changed the brush holders by a sixteenth of an inch.

I sat back on my heels on the wet floor and looked at it.

“Problem?” Dale said.

“It’s a sixteenth too wide.”

“Can you make it fit?”

“I can make it fit,” I said, and got a file out of my bag.

You can file a carbon brush. You have to be careful about it. Carbon’s soft and it breaks if you look at it wrong, and you have to keep the faces square or it won’t seat. I sat on the gallery floor with the brush in my left hand and a flat file in my right and took it down a stroke at a time, checking it in the holder every four strokes, blowing the black dust off it. Twenty minutes for the first one. Kayleigh’s flare-pots burned down and she lit two more.

The second one took fifteen. The third, twelve. The fourth, ten.

When they were all in their holders, I turned the armature by hand and listened.

Scrape. Faint and dry. Carbon on copper, all four brushes riding the commutator together, every revolution. The sound a motor makes when it can breathe.

Then I cleaned the commutator. You hold a strip of fine sandpaper against it, not emery, never emery, emery sheds grit that’ll short the bars, and you turn the armature until the copper comes up bright. Then you take a hacksaw blade with the teeth ground down flat and you clean out the mica between the bars, every one of them, sixty-four bars, so the brushes don’t ride up on the mica. That took an hour.

Then the contacts. Out of four’s box, into three’s, new springs on the plungers from my parts box because the old ones were tired.

It was past noon when I stood up. My knees were wet through and my hands were black to the wrist with carbon.

I put my palm flat on the Westinghouse’s housing.

Cold. Dead. Nothing in it but iron and copper.

But a different nothing. The nothing of an engine with a full tank and a good battery and a new set of plugs, sitting in a shop waiting for somebody to turn the key.

“Okay,” I said to it. “Now we’ve just got to feed you.”



Gretchen came down at one with her sledge and her level and a bucket of tie-back pins, and looked at the bent bars in the window by the stairs, and swore. I’d heard her swear at steel. This was a different thing. It went on for a while.

Then she fixed it.

She put her hands on the concrete around the bottom of the window, where the two bars had pulled out of their sockets, and that grinding drone came out of her, and the concrete moved. It ran back into the empty sockets like wet sand. She bent the bowed bar straight with her hands on it, slowly, with the drone getting deeper, and the steel went blue as it cooled. She set the two loose bars back in the wet concrete and held them while it went hard around them.

Then she did the next window. And the next.

“I can do the ones near three,” she said. “Fifteen, maybe. Twenty if I don’t sleep.”

“You don’t sleep anyway,” I said.

She didn’t answer that. She went to the next window.



At two, she started on the dam road.

That was the bracket. She’d told me the day before she’d pull three guardrail posts and set a bracket in the deck where I could put Marge’s tow hitch. I’d thought she meant a bracket bolted to the concrete.

She didn’t mean that.

She pulled the three posts by hand. Put her palms on the concrete around the base of each one and the concrete let go of it, like a hand opening, and she lifted the post out and laid it on the road. The guardrail sagged between the posts on either side. She’d fix that later.

Then she knelt on the dam road deck where the posts had been, a few feet from gate three’s pier, and put both hands flat on the concrete, and closed her eyes.

I put my hand down beside hers.

I felt her go into it. Down. Through the six inches of road deck, and the rebar mat under it, the grid of inch-thick steel the Corps had laid in 1937 to hold the road together. I felt her find the rebar. I felt her take hold of it, the way you’d take hold of a rope underwater.

And pull it up.

It came up out of the deck under her hands. Four bars of rebar, through the concrete, the concrete flowing aside around them like mud around a spade. They came up and bent and twisted together in the air between her palms, slowly, with that drone so deep now it rattled the guardrail, and she shaped them. Folded them. Wove them. And the steel ran together where it touched, the way the panel seam on five had run together the night of the twenty-yard shield.

When she took her hands away, there was a loop standing up out of the dam road.

A ring of steel the size of a hubcap, two inches thick, blue as a gun barrel, rooted down through the concrete into the rebar mat of the Lock Nine dam. The concrete had closed up around the base of it so tight you couldn’t have slid a sheet of paper in.

Gretchen sat back on her heels. Her face was grey again. Sweat on her upper lip.

“That’s your bracket,” she said.

I put my hand on it.

It rang like the dam itself, like I’d put my hand on the pier.

“That’s not a bracket,” I said. “That’s part of the dam.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why it’ll hold.”



We tested it at four.

A plan nobody’s tested is a hope with a parts list. I wasn’t going to take Marge out onto a dam on a Surge night with a hoist I’d never run and a bracket I’d never pulled on.

So at four that afternoon, I drove Marge out of the depot, down Lock Street past the inner gate, and up the lock wall to the head of the chamber. There I swung her wide and backed her onto the service bridge, across the chamber head and out onto the dam road, nose to the lock, the way Gretchen wanted her.

It was the first time she’d been on it. She just fit. Sixteen feet of road between the guardrails and eight and a half feet of bus, with Gretchen’s skirts making her a few inches wider, and when I got her back past gate one’s pier the guardrail on the downstream side was eighteen inches from my right mirror. Forty feet below the mirror, the spillway. I didn’t look at it.

Noreen took the wheel for the last hundred yards to gate three.

I wanted to see her do it. She did it with the mirrors, because it was daylight and nothing had taken them off. Slow. Smooth. She put Marge’s rear bumper four feet from the pier with her tow hitch six inches from Gretchen’s blue loop in the deck, and stopped.

“Six inches,” Noreen said.

“That’s fine.”

“I wanted three.”

“Six is fine, Noreen.”

“I wanted three,” she said, and pulled forward two feet and backed again, and put the hitch three inches from the loop.

I chained the hitch to the loop. A grade-eighty tow chain, through the loop and around the hitch twice and a binder on it, cranked tight.

Gretchen had opened the pier’s access door. It had been rusted shut since the eighties, Dale said, and she’d put her hands on the hinges and the rust had flaked off them like old paint and the door had swung open. Inside, a square concrete shaft going straight down, with a steel ladder bolted to the wall. Forty-five feet down to a door at the bottom. The door opened into three’s alcove, beside the motor.

I ran the cable down it.

Number four welding cable, the heavy kind, six hundred feet of it on a reel from the depot, two conductors. I bolted one end to the terminals on the generator head under Marge’s floor, through a hole I’d drilled in the skirt. Ran it out along the dam road to the pier door, forty feet. Dropped it down the shaft, forty-five feet, to Dale at the bottom. He pulled it through the door into the alcove and up to the contactor box.

I climbed down the ladder after it.

It was dark in the alcove. Dale had one flashlight. Gretchen had re-set the window bars in three’s alcove an hour before and the bars were blue in the grey light from the window.

I wired the cable into the contactor. Then I looked at Dale.

“You know the controls,” I said.

“I’ve known them since 1994.”

“When I tell you, hit the button. Raise her six inches. Then stop. Then bring her back down.”

“Six inches.”

“That’s all. I just want to hear it.”

Dale nodded. He stood by the control panel on the alcove wall, the old Corps panel with its big round buttons, RAISE and LOWER and STOP, painted Corps green with the paint worn off them where thumbs had pressed them for seventy years.

I picked up the radio.

“Noreen,” I said. “Start her.”

Up on the dam road, forty-five feet above my head, Marge’s engine started. I heard it come down the shaft. Then I heard the PTO engage, the clack and the whine. And the generator head spinning up under Marge’s floor, the drone rising.

“Eighteen hundred,” I said into the radio. “Hold her at eighteen hundred.”

“How do I know eighteen hundred?” Noreen said. She knew. We’d done it twice in the depot. She was asking because she wanted me to say it.

“Listen to the whine. The PTO whine and the generator’s drone. When they’re the same note, that’s eighteen hundred.”

The engine came up. The drone came up. I heard them through the shaft, two sounds, chasing each other up the scale, and then they met. Matched. One note.

“That’s it,” I said. “Hold it.”

I’d rigged Marge’s throttle with a cable off the pumper’s hand throttle, a knob on the dash that you pulled out and turned to lock. Noreen locked it. The note held.

“Dale,” I said.

Dale pushed RAISE.

The contactor closed. I heard it. A heavy clack from the box on the wall, the new contacts slamming together, and a fat blue spark jumping between them for an instant, and the bitter smell of a blown fuse’s smoke from the box. Just for a second.

The Westinghouse moved.

It came up under my hand. The armature turning in the housing, slow, then faster, the brushes scraping on the clean copper. A low growl, rising. The gearbox behind it engaging with a grind. The drum turning. The lifting chains coming up through the slots in the floor, clanking, link by link, taking the weight of the gate.

Up on the dam road, Marge’s engine dipped. I heard it through the shaft. The generator taking the load, and the engine taking the generator, and the note sagging.

“Noreen,” I said into the radio.

“I’ve got it.” The note came back up. She’d pushed the throttle a hair past the lock with her hand and was holding it there. “I’ve got it.”

The chains came up through the floor. A foot of chain. Two feet. That was the drum’s reduction. Two feet of chain for six inches of gate.

“Stop,” I said.

Dale pushed STOP.

The motor stopped. The chains stopped. I went to the window.

Below me, forty feet down, gate three had come up six inches off its sill. And under it, out of the six-inch gap along the bottom of the gate, the whole width of the bay, better than a hundred feet across, the river was coming out.

A sheet of it. Six inches thick. Black and smooth and fast as a band saw, shooting out along the concrete floor of the stilling basin. Hitting the baffle blocks thirty yards out. Boiling up white.

And between the gate and the blocks, on the surface, the water started running backward.

A small roller. Six inches of gate makes a small one. But there. A long low wave on the surface, standing still, with the water on top of it running back upstream toward the gate and diving under the jet.

I watched it.

“Dale,” I said. “Bring her down.”

Dale pushed LOWER. The Westinghouse growled and ran the other way. The chains went back down through the slots, link by link, and gate three settled back onto its sill, and the sheet of water under it thinned to nothing and stopped.

The roller died out. The basin went back to churning under gate two, the way it had been all morning.

I picked up the radio.

“Noreen. You can let her down.”

The note came down. The PTO disengaged with a clack. Marge’s engine settled to idle forty-five feet above my head.

Dale was standing by the control panel with his hand still on the LOWER button.

He stood there in three’s alcove with his hand on a button that hadn’t moved anything since Day 20, and looked at it.

Then he took his hand off it and poured himself a cup of coffee.

“Full open in under three minutes,” he said. “On that power.”

“On that power.”

“And Marge has to be out here.”

“Marge has to be out here.”

He capped the thermos.

“Then she’d better be,” he said.



When I came up the ladder out of the pier, there was a man on the lock wall.

He was standing at the lock end of the dam road, where the service bridge came off the chamber head, by the gallery hatch, two hundred feet off. Watching us. In a fleece vest that wasn’t Krall’s, too tight on him, and a shotgun on a sling. One of Krall’s road crew. Wayne Sobczak.

He’d been watching for a while. I could tell by how he stood. Weight settled, hip cocked, the way a man stands when he’s been standing there long enough to get comfortable.

He’d seen gate three come up six inches. He’d seen the water come out under it. He’d seen a school bus with plate-steel skirts chained to the dam road by a loop of blue steel growing out of the concrete.

When I looked at him, he turned around and walked back down the lock wall toward Lock Street at the same even pace he walked everywhere.

Toward the inner gate.

“Well,” Gretchen said, beside me. She was coiling the slack of the cable. “Now he knows.”

“Now he knows.”

“What do you think he’ll do?”

I thought about Krall standing on the inner gate’s walk three days ago, saying nobody comes inside after dusk, with nothing in his breath at all.

“Nothing,” I said. “He doesn’t have to do anything. All he has to do is shut his gate.”



The Board lit at 6:05 and said three.

[River Rift: Surge, 3 nights.]

That night, Kirsten’s crew had the wall, and so did I. I walked it twice. It was a quiet night. That frightened everybody more than a loud one would have. The pushes were small, and late, and short, and between them the river lay flat and grey in the dark under the wall and didn’t do anything at all.

Around three, Kirsten came and stood beside me at the lock approach with her hand on the parapet next to mine.

“It’s too quiet,” she said.

“I know.”

“Fifty-nine nights, I’ve never seen it this quiet.”

She didn’t say anything else. She stood there with her hand next to mine on the steel until the husks went back into the water at dawn.



On Day 60, I took Marge to Camp Galilee for the last of the mattresses.

That was my plan, and Kirsten fought me about it, and she lost. I’d counted. On the Surge night, if it went the way I thought it might go, there could be forty women on the dam road inside Marge’s field with nowhere to lie down but the concrete. Some of them hurt. There were forty-eight frames and forty-eight mattresses still in the cabins at Galilee that we hadn’t taken the first trip.

“It’s twenty miles,” Kirsten said. “Two nights from the Surge. With the river doing whatever it’s doing.”

“It’s twenty miles in daylight,” I said. “We’ll be back by two.”

“You said that about the bracket.”

“I did,” I said. “So this time I’m putting a new belt on before we go.”

That stopped her.

“You’re what?”

“The fan belt. Dale’s.” I pointed at Marge’s engine. “It’s been chirping since the bridge. I tightened it on the river road and it held, and it’s still chirping on every cold start. It’s a small thing. That’s what I said about the bracket. I’ve got a new one off a dead bus in the back row. I’m putting it on before we go.”

She looked at me until the engine ticked down.

“Okay,” she said.

I changed the belt. It took twenty minutes. I backed the alternator off on its mount, rolled Dale’s stretched belt off the pulleys and hung it on the pegboard in the bay where I could see it, and put on a new Gates belt from a 2001 Blue Bird’s spares box, and tensioned it with the pry bar and listened to her run.

No chirp.

Then we went.



Kirsten came. Shay came, on the roof, calling the road. Dee came, with her arm out of the sling for the first time, rotating it in slow circles and wincing. Gretchen came, because Gretchen had decided overnight that she was coming everywhere now, and she sat in the front seat across from me with her tool belt on her lap and didn’t say why.

The river road downriver was quiet. Crooked Run had gone back down. The water that had backed over the road the day the bracket sheared was gone, just a line of mud and driftwood on the asphalt, and we went straight through. No ridge. No County Road Nine. I listened to Marge’s new bracket the whole way and it didn’t say anything at all.

At Camp Galilee the cabins were the way we’d left them. MATTHEW, MARK, JOHN, open and empty with their leaves on the porches. LUKE, shut. RUTH and ESTHER, shut. I put my hand on LUKE’s door in passing and it was still there, the thing on the floor in the back, the slow scrape. It hadn’t moved in thirteen days. It wasn’t going anywhere.

We stripped twenty frames and twenty mattresses. That was all Marge could carry on top of her own bunks without sitting on her springs. It took three hours. Dee carried two at a time and didn’t bet anybody anything about it. Shay timed it from the mess hall roof.

“Four forty,” she called, when the last frame was strapped down. “That’s good. That’s actually good.”

“You said that last time,” I said.

“It was good last time too.”



The train was at the siding.

We came down off the bluffs onto the bottoms at a quarter to two, and the river road went under the rail bridge through the stone arch, and the far bank came into view across the water. The siding. The little rail yard. The signal tower on its steel frame at the end of the bridge.

The train.

Six cars and the locomotive with its fist of welded plate. Black gear on red. Sitting on the siding with its diesel running, I could hear it across the river, a low steady rumble, a big two-stroke idling.

I slowed down.

“Lew,” Kirsten said.

“I’m not stopping.”

“You’re slowing down.”

“I’m not stopping,” I said. “I just want to look.”

I didn’t stop. I let Marge roll at twenty past the stone arch, under the bridge, out onto the shoulder on the far side where I’d lain under the axle with a gar’s head in my wheel well. And I looked across the river.

The signal tower. The window at the top that faced the river.

She was there.

I didn’t need the binoculars. I could see her with my own eyes, small and still in the window, a quarter mile off. Grey jacket. Black hair. The rifle. She was sitting this time, not standing, on something I couldn’t see, with the rifle across her knees and her face turned toward the river road.

Toward the bus.

I couldn’t tell how long she’d been watching, or whether she’d seen us go down that morning, or whether she just sat in that window every day the train came and watched the river road.

She raised one hand.

She lifted it off the rifle and held it up, flat, palm out, toward the bus. It was just a hand, held up in the window, the way you’d lift a hand off the wheel to a man on a tractor on a county road.

I took my hand off the wheel and raised it.

I held it up against the windshield, palm out, toward the far bank, for as long as I could see her. A second. Two. Then the arch of the next span came between us and the river, and the tower was gone behind the stone.



For a mile there was nothing in the bus but the tires on the wet road and the stove ticking.

Then Shay’s face came down upside down over the top of the windshield.

“Who was that?” she said.

“The one who shot the gar,” Kirsten said. “At the rail bridge. Off Lew.”

“The Ironworks shooter?” Shay twisted her head, upside down, toward where the tower had been. “She waved at you?”

“She didn’t wave,” I said. “She put her hand up.”

“Same thing.”

“It’s not the same thing.”

Shay looked at me upside down for a long second. Then her face went back up over the edge of the roof, and I heard her up there, saying something to herself I couldn’t hear.

Gretchen, in the front seat across from me, hadn’t looked at the tower at all. She was looking at me.

“You know what that was?” she said.

“What?”

“That was a woman measuring you,” Gretchen said. “I know what it looks like. I do it.” She looked back out the windshield at the road. “Twice, usually.”



We were back through the main gate at 2:20. The twenty frames went into the bay against the back wall. The mattresses stayed in Marge, stacked two deep on the bunks, for the Surge.

I drove Marge up Lock Street to the inner gate to drop Gretchen, who wanted to look at something on the inner wall before dusk. The gate was open. It was the middle of the afternoon. People going in and out. A family at the gate, coming out to the gardens: a man and a woman in good coats, and a little boy between them holding both their hands, swinging his feet up off the ground every third step so they had to lift him.

Gretchen got off the bus.

She stood on Lock Street with her tool belt over her shoulder and watched them go by. The man and the woman and the boy between them swinging. They went past her toward the gardens, laughing about something, and she watched them go all the way down Lock Street until they turned in at the garden gate.

Her face didn’t do anything.

Then she turned around and walked in through the inner gate to the wall she’d built, and put her hand on it.



Dale called me on the radio at five.

“Lew,” he said. “Come to the control house.”

He didn’t say why. He never said why. I went.

He was standing at the window of the control house with his thermos, looking out at the river below the lock. His chart was on the table. The stage chart, a long roll of graph paper with a pencil line on it that went back to the Turn, and back before that to 2019, where he’d taped on the old Corps chart. The river’s level below the dam, every hour, in his handwriting.

“Look,” he said.

I looked at the chart.

The line had been going up. Slowly. For four days. That was the rain, Dale said, the rain the day of shed nine and the rain upriver before that. The river came up after rain. It always did.

Then, at noon today, the line stopped going up.

And at two, it went down.

“It shouldn’t go down,” Dale said. “It rained three days ago. It should be coming up for another day yet. The water’s still coming down from upriver. I can see it coming down. Look at the pool.” He pointed out the other window, upstream, at the pool above the dam, which was high and brown and full. “The pool’s up. It’s coming over the gates. It’s going out under two at the same rate it’s been going out all week.”

“And the tailwater’s dropping.”

“And the tailwater’s dropping,” Dale said. “Eight inches since noon.”

“Where’s it going?”

He didn’t answer. He looked out the window at the tailwater below the lock, the long reach of brown river between the guard walls and the far bank, flat and wide and moving.

“You know how you can tell a barge is coming up into the lower approach at night, when you can’t see it?” he said. “Before the radio. Before you hear the engine. You watch the water at the guard wall. A loaded barge is pushing water ahead of it, and the water piles up against the wall, and then when it comes in, it’s taking up room. A loaded barge is taking up a lot of room in that approach. So the level comes up.”

“This is going down.”

“This is going down,” Dale said. “Like something just moved out of it.” He was quiet. “Or like something’s sitting in it. Somewhere deep. Somewhere I can’t see. And the river’s going around it.”

I crouched and laid my hand on the control house floor.

It was the lock wall itself, poured concrete, standing in the river. The six gates came up through it. The roller under two. The pool pushing on the upper gates.

And under all of it, under the tailwater, deep, something I hadn’t felt before.

Nothing I could hear. A stillness. A dead flat place in the concrete where the river should have been singing and wasn’t. A long flat silence, in the deep channel downstream of the guard wall, the size of something very large.

“The gars are gone,” Dale said.

“What?”

“The gars. In the shallows. Along the bank below the lock. There’s always gars in the shallows at dusk, the regular ones, the eight-footers. They come up out of the seams and lie in the shallows waiting for dark. Every evening for sixty days I’ve looked out this window at dusk and counted gars in the shallows.” He looked out the window at the bank below the guard wall. “There’s none. I counted twice.”

“Where’d they go?”

“I don’t know,” Dale said. “Away from something.”



The Board lit at 6:05.

[River Rift: Surge, 2 nights.]



Gretchen came to the depot at nine.

It was Kirsten’s crew’s night off. I’d put Marge in ANCHOR at seven with the crew in the bunks and the stove going, and Kirsten in her own bunk with a paperback, and I was sitting on the step with my coffee and the ratchet strap and the bent tire iron in my lap, the ones I’d kept on the bench since the rail bridge. I’d brought them out because they were the fix that got us home that day with three minutes of light, and two nights from the Surge I wanted something in my hands that had held. I was turning the tire iron over in my hands and looking at it.

She came across the yard from the shed-side gate.

Her cap. Her tool belt. Her flannel. Her sledge on her shoulder. She stopped at the bottom of the step.

She looked at the tire iron. She didn’t ask.

“I want a bunk,” she said.

I looked up at her.

“As a guest,” she said. “Just a guest. A bunk. For one night.” She shifted the sledge on her shoulder. “I haven’t slept a whole night since Day 1. Not one. I sleep in my shed two hours at a time and I get up and I go out to the wall and I fix something. And in two nights I’m going to need my hands. All of them. I’m going to need everything I’ve got. And I don’t have it. I haven’t had it for sixty days.”

“Gretchen.”

“I’m asking for a bunk,” she said. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

I stood up.

“You can have mine,” I said.

She looked past me, up the steps, down the aisle in the stove light, to my bunk at the back with the canvas curtain.

“Yours,” she said.

“It’s got a curtain. Nobody’ll bother you.”

“Where are you going to sleep?”

“Somewhere,” I said.

From her bunk across the aisle from mine, Kirsten said, without looking up from her paperback, “He’s going to sleep with me. Go to bed, Gretchen.”

Gretchen looked at her. At Kirsten in her bunk with her book, in my red-and-black flannel shirt, not looking up.

Gretchen smirked.

“Thank you, Kirsten,” she said.

“Lights out in ten minutes,” Kirsten said, and turned a page.

Gretchen went up the steps and down the aisle and stopped at my bunk.

She stood there a moment. Then she put her sledge down on the floor beside it, head down, the handle against the bunk frame. She unbuckled her tool belt and hung it on the frame. She sat down on the edge of the mattress and unlaced her boots and set them side by side on the floor at the foot of the bunk, the way Kirsten’s rules said.

Then she pulled her cap off and stuffed it under the pillow, and her hair came down.

Chestnut. Warm brown waves, a lot of it, falling past her shoulders. In seventeen days I’d never seen it. I’d seen the ends of it sticking out under the cap. I hadn’t known there was that much of it.

Then she lay down, in her flannel and her work pants, on top of my blanket, and pulled the curtain shut.

I heard her go under.

I was lying in Kirsten’s bunk across the aisle with Kirsten against my chest, and I heard it through the canvas. Gretchen breathing. Fast at first, and shallow, the breathing of a woman who doesn’t know how to stop. Then a long breath, out. Then nothing for a while.

Then slow. And slower. Long, deep, heavy breaths, all the way to the bottom of her and back up. Like a tide going out.

I listened to it for a long time.

“She’s out,” Kirsten whispered against my chest.

“She’s out.”

“How long’s it been? Since she slept?”

“Day 1.”

Kirsten was quiet. Her hand on my chest. Then she said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear, “She built that wall in forty days and never slept in the field it was for.”

“I know.”

“Not once, Lew. She built the whole thing. Both walls. And he put her in a shed at the edge of it.”

I put my hand over hers on my chest.

Kirsten’s hand went still on my chest. After a while she went under too.

I lay there and listened to both of them.



Gretchen slept ten hours.

I got up at six and made the coffee, and she was still asleep. I fed the stove. I took Marge out of ANCHOR at a quarter to seven, because the crew had to get up for the day, and the honeycomb on the glass thinned to its skin, and she was still asleep. Noreen got up, and Kayleigh, and Dee, and Jodie, and went out to the yard. She was still asleep.

At seven I pulled the curtain back an inch.

She was lying on her side facing the wall, with her hair all over my pillow and one arm under her head. She’d taken her flannel off in the night. It was folded on the foot of the bunk on top of her tool belt. She was in her thermal undershirt, grey, long-sleeved, and the blanket had come down to her waist.

I went in. I sat down on the very edge of the bunk, and the frame took my weight with a small creak.

She opened her eyes.

She looked at me for a long time without moving. Lying on her side on my pillow with her hair everywhere, hazel eyes, still heavy with sleep. She didn’t ask what I was doing there. She took her arm out from under her head and laid her wrist on the blanket between us, palm up, and left it there.

I put two fingers on it.



I’d been listening to Gretchen Haller for eighteen days.

Since the morning she came down off the wall and walked around Marge twice and I felt in her the thing I’d felt in every one of them, under the skin: no sleep. She carried no Strain the way Kirsten and Jodie and Shay did. Gretchen’s class wasn’t choking. [Wallwright] ran through her clean. But under it, the body had been running on nothing. Sixty days of two-hour naps. A heartbeat that never came all the way down. Muscles that never let go. Like an engine that’s never been shut off, running and running at a fast idle until the bearings are hot and the oil’s thin.

I felt her wrist.

Her pulse was slow. Slower than I’d ever felt it. Heavy and slow, like a big diesel at idle on a cold morning. And under it, in her, the thing that had been hot was cool. Every muscle in her arm was soft. Her fingers were curled loose on the blanket.

And a sliver of something else. Very faint. A little bleed. A guest’s bleed, the small leak of something that had built up in her, gone out into the field in the night. Small, but there.

I took my fingers off her wrist.

She drew her hand back under the blanket. She was still watching me.

“What time is it?” she said.

“Seven.”

“In the morning?”

“In the morning.”

She was quiet. “I slept.”

“You slept ten hours.”

“Ten hours,” she said. Like it was a number in a language she didn’t speak. She lay there with it. Then she sat up.

The blanket fell. She sat up on the edge of my bunk in her thermal undershirt, with her hair down past her shoulders, and stretched. Slowly. Her arms over her head. A long, deep stretch that went all the way through her, and I heard her spine crack in four places, and she let out a breath that was almost a groan.

I looked at her.

The undershirt was thin. Grey cotton, washed a hundred times, soft as a rag. And she wasn’t wearing anything under it. She’d taken that off in the night too, I guess, along with the flannel. And with her arms up over her head in the stretch, it pulled tight across her chest, and her breasts were very heavy and full and soft under the thin cotton, unbound, pressing the fabric out and down, swaying a little as she stretched. More than I’d known. A lot more than the flannel had ever let me see.

She brought her arms down. Her breasts settled. She folded her arms under them, the way she folded them on the wall when she was looking at a bad weld, and looked at me.

Her face was soft, and it got to me worse than her body did, though God knows the body was doing its share. All the measuring was gone out of it. The hazel eyes weren’t checking anything for plumb. She looked at me with her hair down and her face soft with sleep and her mouth a little open, and she looked like a different woman. Younger, and not younger. Like the woman she’d have been if somebody had let her put the weight down for the last twelve years.

She saw me looking. She didn’t do anything about it. She let me look.

“Give me your pencil,” she said.

I had one in my jacket pocket. A carpenter’s pencil, flat, that I’d taken off the bench the day before. I gave it to her.

She reached past me to the foot of the bunk where her tool belt was, and took a folded paper out of the pocket of it. A parts invoice, from the depot cage. Blank on the back. She unfolded it on her knee.

And drew.

I watched her. It took her four minutes. She drew without looking up, fast and sure, the flat pencil scratching on the paper. A wall. I could see that much. A wall in a ring, a big rough circle, with something at the center of it she drew small and quickly and I couldn’t make out. Bastions at the corners. A gate. Something running out of the ring on one side, a long straight line.

It wasn’t Lock Nine.

Lock Nine was a wall around a powerhouse on a river. This was a ring on flat ground with no river in it at all.

She looked at it for a while when she was done.

Then she folded it in half, and in half again, and put it in the pocket of her undershirt, against her chest.

She gave me back my pencil.

“You’re going to be trouble for me, mechanic,” she said.

Plainly. The same voice she’d used to tell me where the steel would bend.

I put the pencil back in my jacket pocket.

“I’ve known since your yard,” she said. “Since you put that shutoff under the step and didn’t tell anybody and I watched you do it. I knew you were going to be trouble.” She looked at me with her hazel eyes, soft and clear. “I slept in your bunk. That’s trouble. That’s the most trouble I’ve been in for twelve years.”

“Gretchen.”

“I’m not deciding anything,” she said. “Not this winter. I told you that. I meant it.” She reached down for her boots. “I’ll decide in the spring.”

“Okay.”

“In the spring,” she said again. “When I know where I’m building.” She put one boot on. Laced it. “You can wait till spring?”

“I can wait till spring.”

“Good,” Gretchen said. She put on her other boot, and her flannel, and her tool belt. She took her cap out from under my pillow and looked at it. Then she put it on, and stuffed her hair up under it, all of it, until it was gone again.

She picked up her sledge.

“Thank you for the bunk,” she said, and went down the aisle and out the door.



Across the aisle, Kirsten was lying on her back in her bunk with one arm over her eyes, the way she slept.

She wasn’t asleep. Her mouth was doing something under the arm.

She was grinning.

“Spring,” Kirsten said to the ceiling.

“Don’t.”

“I’m not saying anything.” She didn’t move her arm. “I’m just saying spring. It’s a nice word. Spring.”

Marge’s dash radio crackled.

“Lew.” Dale, at seven in the morning. “You up?”

I got up and went to the front of the bus and picked it up. “I’m up.”

“The tailwater’s down another foot,” Dale said. “Overnight. And there’s something in the lower approach I want you to put your hand on.”


Chapter 20: Surge

“Eighteen hundred,” Noreen said.

She said it with her eyes shut. She was sitting in Marge’s driver’s seat in the depot bay at a quarter past five on Day 62 with her hand on the hand throttle and the PTO engaged and the generator head turning under the floor, and she had her eyes shut, and she was listening.

The PTO whine and the generator’s drone. Two notes. Climbing. Meeting.

“There,” she said.

I had my palm on the generator cradle under the floor, through the open inspection hatch. The two notes were one. Eighteen hundred, on the nose. I’d checked her against the tach three times that afternoon and she hadn’t been off by more than twenty.

“That’s it,” I said.

“I know it’s it.” She opened her eyes. “I’ve known it’s it since Day 58. I’m doing it so my hand knows.”

She held it. A minute. Two. Her hand on the throttle knob, not moving, and the note not moving, and the bay lit up bright around us off the generator’s load. Then she pulled the PTO lever and the note came down and Marge settled to idle and Noreen took her hand off the throttle and flexed it.

“Again,” she said, to herself.



It had been like that all day.

Everybody doing the thing they were going to do, over and over, until their hands knew it. Kayleigh at the bench with her hundred and four flare-pots in rows, checking the fuses, one by one. Jodie out on the dam road since dawn, walking her trips and snares from one end to the other, tightening, re-setting. Gretchen on the dam road with her, fixing the guardrail where she’d pulled the posts. Dee in the yard with her taped fists, hitting a tire I’d hung for her from the fuel island, her bad shoulder swinging as free as her good one.

Kayleigh had said ten days for the shoulder. Dee had said five.

It had been eleven.

“Ha,” Dee had said that morning, when she put her arm over her head and nothing happened. “Eleven. Neither of us. Nobody wins. Nobody owes anybody.”

“You still owe Jodie two,” Noreen had said.

I’d done Marge myself. Every inch of her, the way you’d go over a county bus the night before a field trip. Oil, coolant, belts, hoses. The new alternator bracket, which didn’t tick. Tires, all six, every lug nut. The brakes, the brake lines under the skirts. The fuel shutoff under the step, which I’d opened at noon and wasn’t going to close again until this was over. The tow chain, coiled in the side compartment with its binder. The cable on its reel, six hundred feet, strapped to the front seat. The generator head’s terminals. The PTO’s lever.

The core housing.

I put my hand flat on its lid behind the driver’s seat. The chord came up into my palm. Fuller than it had been the afternoon the bull’s core went in, but still with the gaps at the top, still not all six.

“Okay, sweetheart,” I said to her, under my breath. “Okay. Tonight.”



Yesterday had been Day 61, and Dale had shown me the lower approach.

I’d put my hand on the downstream walkway of the main chamber’s lower gates at seven in the morning, lying on my stomach on the steel grating forty feet above the tailwater, and I’d felt what had been done to them in the night.

Scrapes, on the gates themselves this time instead of the guard wall. On the downstream face of both leaves, at the waterline and below it, long gouges in the steel where something enamel-hard had dragged along them. Fresh. The rust scraped off down to bright steel. And at the miter, where the two leaves met in the middle, a dent. Shallow. The size of a car door. Pushed in toward the chamber.

The left leaf’s pintle had moved, too.

The afternoon the gar was ramming the auxiliary’s gates and I’d put my hand on the lock wall, the auxiliary’s pintle had shifted a sixteenth of an inch on its socket every time it got hit. Dale had said it had been moving since 1994.

This was the main chamber. And the left leaf’s pintle had shifted a quarter inch. And not settled back.

“Something put its head against my gates,” Dale had said, standing above me on the walkway with his thermos. “Last night. In the dark. And leaned.”

“Just leaned?”

“Just leaned,” Dale said. “Like it was checking how hard it’d have to push.”



That afternoon, with the lower approach still in my hands, I’d told them the plan. All of them, in Marge, with the stove going and ANCHOR up: Kirsten’s crew and Gretchen and Jodie and Shay, and Dale at the top of the steps with his thermos because he wouldn’t sit. I told it once, the way I’d tell a crew how a job was going to go, and I didn’t make a speech.

“Marge waits in the depot,” I’d said. “Noreen at the wheel, cable and generator loaded, Shay and Gretchen and Jodie aboard. I’m on seven reading the steel. When the thing in the river comes, I’ll hear it, and I come for the bus. We take her out on the dam road, chain her to Gretchen’s loop at gate three, run the cable down the pier, and Dale and I bring the hoist up.” I’d looked across the stove at Kirsten. “And you hold the lock.”

“And if he shuts the gate on us?” Kayleigh had asked. Very quietly. Sitting on her bunk with her knees up.

“Then you don’t need his gate,” I’d said. “Then you come down Lock Street toward the dam. And we pick you up on the way.”

Kirsten hadn’t said anything when I said that. She’d looked at me across the stove.

Then she’d nodded, once.

So yesterday had been the last day of getting ready, and I’d spent it the way I’d planned to spend it. And at dusk the Board had said one night, and the wall women had gone up, and the river had been quiet again. Quieter than the night Kirsten told me it was too quiet. So quiet that Linda, the six captain, had come down the walkway at two in the morning and stood behind Kirsten for a long time and said, finally, “It’s waiting,” and gone back to six.

Nobody had said anything to that.



At 5:40 I took Marge out of the bay and parked her in the yard, nose toward the shed-side gate, in ANCHOR, with the honeycomb thick on the glass.

Kirsten came down the flats from the sheds at a quarter to six with her crew behind her.

She’d gone up to shed nine that afternoon. To sleep, she’d said, but she hadn’t come back looking slept. She came down the flats in her canvas jacket zipped to the throat and her braid tight, the tightest I’d seen it since the flatbed, and her shotgun on its sling, and a bandolier of shells over her shoulder that I’d never seen before. Noreen behind her with her lance. Kayleigh with her bag of flare-pots, the big one, sixty of them, so heavy she leaned against it. Dee with her fists taped and her shoulder rolling.

They stopped at the shed-side gate. Gretchen had cut its chain with two swings of a cold chisel, and Tyler Gorski hadn’t come back with another one. It stood open.

Kirsten walked through it to Marge’s step, where I was standing.

She stood there a while at the bottom of Marge’s step, close, looking up at me, her eyes very clear in the grey light, with the wind coming off the river and moving the loose hairs at the edge of her braid.

Then she took a fistful of my jacket.

She pulled me down off the step to her and kissed me.

Once. Quick. Hard. Her mouth on mine and her fist in my jacket and her other hand on the back of my neck, and then she let go and stepped back.

“You’re coming back to me with that bus,” she said.

She said it plainly, the way she said things she wanted.

“I’m coming back with the bus,” I said.

“I mean it, Lew.”

“I know you do.”

She stood there one more breath. Then she turned around and went to stand with her crew.

Shay was behind her.

I hadn’t seen her come up. She was just there, the way she always was, at Kirsten’s elbow, in her red rain shell with the hood down and her curls tied up with the bootlace, her satchel off for once, a pump shotgun I’d never seen her carry on a sling over her shoulder. Bev Pawlak’s spare. She stepped up to the step where Kirsten had been.

She looked at me with her green eyes. For once they weren’t moving.

She went up on her toes and kissed me.

Quick, like Kirsten. But softer. Her mouth warm. Her hand flat on my chest, over my heart, where she’d put it inside my collar on the cemetery road.

She stepped back.

“Same,” Shay said.

Then she went up Marge’s steps past me and down the aisle and up through the rear hatch, and I heard her taped shoes go forward along the roof, and she sat down up there over the front hatch beside the stovepipe, and stayed there.

Kirsten, at the gate with her crew, had watched it. She just shook her head once, slow, like a woman watching a runner steal second.



We went up to the square for the Board. All of us but Noreen, who stayed at Marge’s wheel, and Jodie, who stayed with her. I walked up Lock Street with Kirsten and her crew and Gretchen, and Shay came down off the roof and caught up with us.

We didn’t go in.

The inner gate was open. I could see through it, across the square, to the Board at the end of Front Street. The crowd was there. Bigger than I’d ever seen it. Every paying family in Lock Nine, packed into the square in their good coats. Krall’s road crew around the base of the Board. And at the back, along the inner wall, nobody.

The wall women hadn’t come in.

They were on Lock Street. Seventy of them, maybe more, standing in the street outside the inner gate in their gear with their lances and pipes and bats and shotguns, looking in at the Board through the open gate. Linda with her fire axe. Bev with her shaved head bare in the cold. The two Duda sisters, side by side. The woman from five with the taped cheek, the one who’d asked me in the bay. They stood in the street and waited.

Nobody had told them not to go in. Nobody had told them anything. They’d just stopped at the gate, all seventy of them, like they’d talked about it. Maybe they had.

Grogan’s crew was on the gate. Tyler Gorski was one of them.

He looked at the wall women standing in the street. He looked at me. Then he looked at his boots.



The Board lit at 6:05.

The light climbed the column slow, the way the river comes up after rain, and flared at the top, and across the square the crowd went silent. Out on Lock Street, seventy women went silent too.

No names tonight. Not one. The Board went straight from the flare to the shelters.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D.]

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]

Then the last line.

[River Rift: Surge, tonight.]

The light went out.

And the inner gate started to close.

Grogan’s crew did it. They always did it, at dusk. Two men on each leaf, pushing the big steel leaves around on their wheels on the track, and the leaves came together across the opening slowly with a long grinding squeal, and met in the middle with a clang. And the chain went through. And the bar came down.

On top of the gate, on the walk, Darrell Krall came up the ladder.

He stood up there with one hand on the rail, looking down at Lock Street. Tuttle came up behind him. And behind them, inside the gate, on the inside of Gretchen’s wall, I could see the paying families gathering at the foot of the walk, looking up at him. And beyond them the square, and the powerhouse, and over all of it, faint in the dusk, the Core’s barrier. A dome of light so pale you could only see it at the edge, where the air shimmered over the inner wall.

Krall looked down at seventy wall women standing in the street.

“Good luck tonight,” he said.

Warm. Pleasant. The way a man says it through his windshield to somebody broke down on the shoulder, without slowing down.

Nobody answered him.

The wall women turned around and walked down Lock Street toward the outer wall. All of them, at once, without anybody saying anything. Seventy women in their boots, their gear rattling, going down the street in the dusk to hold the wall.

Kirsten went with them.

She didn’t look back at the gate. She didn’t look at Krall. She walked down the middle of Lock Street at the front of them with her shotgun on its sling and her braid swinging, and they followed her.

I went with them too. As far as the path to the flats, where it went off Lock Street to the right, up to the sheds and the depot’s shed-side gate. There I stopped, and Gretchen and Shay stopped with me.

“Go,” Kirsten said, without turning around. “Get on the wall. Seven. The lock approach. Do your thing.” Then, quieter, “Gretchen. Runner. Go to the bus.”

“Captain,” Shay said.

“Go to the bus, Shay.”

Shay looked at her for a second. Then she went.



I got up on seven at 6:18.

Kirsten had the walkway from the bend to the lock approach, where the outer wall came down off the flats and met the lock wall at the river. Her crew. Noreen’s place taken by one of the Duda sisters, because Noreen was at Marge’s wheel. Dee back in her own spot with both fists working. Kayleigh at the end with her bag.

Down the wall, five and six and four and three, the other crews were spreading out along the walkway. I could see them in the last light. Little figures every few yards along a mile and a quarter of steel, settling in.

I walked seven to the lock approach.

The tiebacks were tight. All of them. Gretchen’s doubled anchors at the bend rang deep, like a bridge pier under a truck. The lock approach, where the outer wall turned and ran out onto the lock wall’s landward end, was the oldest steel on seven and it rang lower and duller than the rest, and I’d known that since the night section seven went and so had Gretchen. She’d reinforced it twice.

It would hold anything that came at it from the land.

It wasn’t built to hold anything that came at it from the river.

I put my hand on the lock wall itself where the outer wall met it. Concrete. Cold. The river on the other side of it, in the main chamber, low, at tailwater. And below the chamber, beyond the lower gates, the tailwater. And the deep channel.

Silent.



The seams opened at 6:31.

All of them. At once.

I’d stood on this wall eight nights. I’d watched the river breathe at dusk and the seams open one at a time, here and there, along the bank and in the shallows and out in the channel, like the first drops of a rain hitting a windshield. This wasn’t that.

The whole river opened.

From the interstate bridge upriver to the rail bridge down. I saw it. Every seam on the Ohio, every one at once, the long dark cracks of something that wasn’t light opening along both banks and down the middle of the channel and in the shallows and in every culvert and creek mouth, and the sound came up off the water like nothing I’d ever heard. It was a long way past any breath through teeth: a roar. Like a stadium. Like the whole river had been holding its breath for sixty-two nights and let it out all at once.

Then they came up.

Husks first. They always came first. On the worst nights before this one there’d been hundreds along the wall. They came up out of the river grass along the whole length of the outer wall in a pale wave so thick I couldn’t see the ground. Thousands. Their eyes in the dark like a field of frost catching moonlight, all the way from the main gate to the lock approach, a mile and a quarter of them, coming up the flats toward the wall in one long rolling front.

Behind them, the gars.

I’d seen gars come up the bank one at a time. Eight-footers, lurching on their stubby fins, hissing. Now they came up out of the shallows in rows. Dozens of them. Long armored backs, olive and black, sliding up out of the water onto the bank and hauling themselves up the flats through the husks with their jaws open, and the husks didn’t get out of their way, the gars just went over them.

Last came the mudbacks.

They came at the lock approach, right below me. They came up out of the tailwater beside the lock wall, one, two, five, eight, box-truck size, pickup size, their claws coming up over the edge of the lock wall’s landward end and their eyestalks swinging, and they came up onto the concrete and turned, all of them, the same way.

Toward seven.

“Kayleigh,” Kirsten said. “Light it up.”

Kayleigh lit it up.

She’d brought sixty pots. She threw ten of them in the first minute. Over the parapet, down the face of the wall, onto the flats and the lock approach below, one after another, as fast as she could strike them. Orange fire came up off the ground along the whole bottom of seven. Warm and thick and deep. The husks hit it and stopped and put their hands over their faces. The gars hissed and slewed sideways. The mudbacks on the lock approach backed off from the light, their eyestalks pulling in.

And Kirsten put up the shield.

It came off her palm and went out along the parapet. Then she did something I hadn’t seen her do before. She turned her palm, and kept turning it, and the far end of the shield came off the parapet and went around the corner where seven met the lock approach, and down. Down along the lock wall’s landward end, a long gold curve bending around the corner of the wall like a strip of tape around the corner of a box.

It wasn’t any longer than it had been the night of the burn barrels. Twenty-one yards was what she had. She’d just taken the last seven of them and folded them around the corner, so the short stretch of seven between the bend and the lock approach was covered end to end and the corner with it, without a gap.

“Jesus, Captain,” said the Duda sister on her left.

Kirsten stood there with her arm out, her boots planted on the walkway, the shield bending around the corner of the wall below her, gold and ribbed and buzzing in the orange light of Kayleigh’s fires.

The husks hit it. And bounced.



For the first hour, it held.

The plan wasn’t for the wall to hold forever. But for the first hour, the outer wall of Lock Nine held everything the river threw at it, the whole length of it, from the main gate to the lock approach. And it held where I’d moved the crews.

I’d walked every yard of it every wall night since the first one. I knew where the tiebacks were tight and where they were old and where the steel had been bent and straightened and bent again. I’d told Linda, the night of the twenty-yard shield, to move two women to six’s corner, and she’d moved them, and they’d stayed moved. I’d told the five captain three nights ago which posts on her straight run were Gretchen’s fresh welds and which ones went back to a rainy day and a bad generator. The section three captain had listened four nights ago when I told her the low ground at the north end of three was soft and would let the anchors walk.

The piles came. Big ones. On five’s straight run, at the third post, exactly where I’d said, and Gretchen’s weld held. At six’s corner, and the two extra women were there. At the north end of three, and the three captain had already put her heaviest lancers there.

The wall women held it.

All of it. Every section. In the dark, with fire and lances and pipes and shotguns and their bare hands, seventy women held a mile and a quarter of wall against the biggest Tide the river had ever thrown, and the wall didn’t break anywhere.

I walked it. Up and down seven. Reading.

At 6:58 a pile came up at the bend under Kirsten’s shield and a gar came up the pile with it, and the shield took the gar’s whole weight, and I felt it through the parapet. Nothing. The shield took it and passed nothing to the steel.

At 7:12 two mudbacks came at the lock approach end of the shield together. The first one hit and bounced. The second one waited.

It sat there at the foot of the lock wall’s landward end with its back legs settled and its eyestalks on the shield. It watched the first one bounce. Then it moved. Along the bottom of the wall. Slowly. Toward the place where the shield came down around the corner and met the lock wall.

Looking for the end.

“Kirsten,” I said.

“I see it.”

“It’s looking for the end.”

“I know it is.” She turned her palm. The end of the shield at the lock approach bent outward, away from the wall, curling around the mudback’s head like a hand closing. The mudback stopped. Its eyestalks swung. It backed off.

“They’re all doing it,” Kirsten said, to herself more than to me. “Every one of them. They’re all looking for the end.”



At 7:40 the river below the lock went flat.

I was at the lock approach, where the outer wall met the lock wall’s concrete.

The tailwater stopped.

It kept moving. It stopped making noise. The long brown reach of river below the lower gates, between the guard walls and the far bank, that had been roaring and boiling with seams and gars and husks coming up out of it for an hour, went flat. Like somebody had laid a sheet of glass over it. The seams in it went dark. The gars that had been coming up out of it stopped coming.

The roar from the spillway went on. The fight on the wall went on. But below the lock, in the tailwater, nothing.

Silence.

I’d felt it in Dale’s control house the afternoon he showed me the chart. A dead spot. A place where the river should have been singing in the concrete and wasn’t.

It wasn’t a dead spot now.

It was the whole tailwater.

“Kirsten,” I said.

She didn’t answer. She was holding the shield.

I took my hand off the lock wall and put it back. Pressed my palm flat on the concrete. Shut my eyes.

And I heard it.

Through the lock wall. Through the concrete, through the steel of the lower gates, through the water in the main chamber. Down in my back teeth.

A hum.

Deep. Slow. So low I couldn’t have told you what note it was, only that it was there, in the steel, going round and round, the way a ship’s screw turns underwater when you’re standing on the deck. You can’t hear a ship’s screw from the deck. You feel it. In your feet. In the rail under your hand. A slow heavy turning, under everything, that you’d swear was the river itself if you didn’t know better.

It was coming up the tailwater. Toward the lock.

It wasn’t fast. It didn’t need to be fast. It was coming up the deep channel below the guard wall, slow and heavy, turning, and the turning came up through the lock wall stronger with every second until the concrete under my palm was shaking with it. Until the steel of the parapet beside me was shaking. Until the walkway under my boots.

“It’s here,” I said.

Kirsten turned her head.

Her body and her arm stayed exactly where they were, holding the shield. But she turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder in the orange light, and her face was very still.

“Where?” she said.

“Below the gates. In the tailwater. It’s coming up the channel.” I took my hand off the wall. “It’s going for the lower gates.”

“How long?”

“Now,” I said.



It hit the gates.

I didn’t hear it. I felt it. Through the lock wall and the outer wall and the walkway and my boots and my knees and my spine. A blow. One single enormous blow, like a building falling over, like the whole of Lock Nine had been hit with a sledgehammer the size of a barn.

The wall shook.

The whole outer wall. From the lock approach up the bend and along seven and on down toward six, I felt it go through the steel, the panels ringing, every tieback jumping in the ground. Kirsten staggered. Her shield flickered, for one half second, the first time it had flickered since the night she berthed. She caught it. Her boots planted. Her arm came back out straight.

Down the wall on six, somebody screamed.

From the lock, from the lower end of the main chamber, came a shriek of steel, long and high and grinding, like a bridge girder being pulled out of a building by a crane. A ninety-year-old miter gate leaf taking a hit it was never built to take and not breaking.

Yet.

“What was that?” the Duda sister said. “What the hell was that?”

Nobody answered her.

Below the lock, the tailwater came alive again. All at once. The flat glassy silence broke, and the seams in it opened again, and the river came up out of it behind the thing at the gates. Husks. Hundreds. Gars. Mudbacks. All of them coming up the tailwater in the wake of whatever had just hit the gates, up the guard wall and onto the lock wall, the lower lock wall below the outer wall, where there was no wall at all, only concrete and the river.

They came up onto the lock wall’s lower end like water coming over a dam.

They turned toward the lock approach. Toward the place where seven came down to meet the lock wall.

Toward the corner.

Kirsten’s shield took the first of them.

It took the second wave. It took a mudback, and another. It bent around the corner and held, and held, and the river came up the lock wall against it in a solid mass, husks and gars and mudbacks piled together so thick I couldn’t see where one ended and the next began.

The gates were hit again.

The wall shook. The shield flickered. Kirsten caught it.

A third time.

“Lew,” Kirsten said. Very quietly.

“I know.”

“It’s coming up behind the shield.”

I looked.

It was. The river, past the corner now. The thing at the gates had hit them three times, and the third blow threw the tailwater up the face of the lower lock wall in a wave, and it came down over the top in a sheet, ankle-deep, pouring across the concrete. And in the water, husks, riding it up. Coming up the lock wall below the lock approach on the river side of Kirsten’s shield, where the shield came down around the corner and ended.

They’d found the end.



“Pull back,” Kirsten said.

The wall voice. Loud. It carried down seven and across the bend and onto the walkway of six.

“Seven, pull back! Pull back to Lock Street! Six, cover the bend! Pull back by sections! Go!”

They went.

By the book. I’d never seen a wall pull back before and I’ll tell you it’s a beautiful thing when the women doing it know how. Seven went down off the walkway by twos, the Duda sisters first, then Dee and Kayleigh, while Kirsten held the shield. Six came down the bend to cover them, Linda with her fire axe at the front. Kayleigh threw a handful of pots off the walkway as she went, a wall of orange fire along the bottom of the lock approach, and the husks coming up the lock wall stopped in it.

Kirsten came down last.

She let the shield go on the walkway and it went out, and the river came over the corner of the outer wall where the shield had been. Over the parapet. Onto the walkway. Pale and wet and screaming.

She was already on the rebar ladder. She came down it four rungs at a time and hit the ground running.



We ran up Lock Street.

Seven and six together, and the south half of five that had come down to cover the bend, forty women and me. Up the long dark street outside the inner wall, toward the inner gate, with the outer wall breaking behind us at the lock approach and the Tide coming over it.

It wasn’t all the wall women. The rest of the wall, three and four and the north half of five and the north end, was still holding. Still up on the walkway in the dark with their fires and their lances, a mile of them, holding the outer wall against the river where it still stood. The break was at the lock approach. Only there.

But the lock approach was where Lock Street ended.

And the Tide was coming down Lock Street.

Kirsten got to the inner gate first.

She stopped in front of it. It was shut. Two steel leaves, Gretchen’s steel, eight feet high, with the chain through them and the bar down. And on the walk over it, Krall. Tuttle. Two of his road crew with shotguns. And down in front of the gate, inside it, Grogan’s crew. I could see them through the gap at the hinges. Six of them. Tyler. Duane with his swollen nose.

Behind them, the paying families. Packed against the inside of the gate, looking out through the gap.

Over all of it, the Core’s barrier. The pale shimmer of it at the edge of the inner wall. Holding.

“Darrell!” Kirsten shouted.

The ballfield voice. It went up the gate and over it and across the square, probably all the way to the powerhouse.

“Darrell! Open the gate! The lock approach is down! Seven and six are on Lock Street! Open the gate!”

Krall looked down at her from the walk.

He looked at her, and at the forty women behind her in the street, in the dark, with the river coming down Lock Street behind them. And at me.

His face didn’t change.

“The barrier holds for the families,” he said.

He didn’t shout it. He didn’t need to. His voice came down off the walk the way it always did, warm and reasonable and clear. A man reading out which roads wouldn’t get plowed this winter, who didn’t live on any of them.

“The barrier holds for the families,” he said again. “Nobody comes in after dusk. I told everybody on Day 56. I told everybody tonight. Hold the wall.”

“The wall’s down, Darrell!”

“Then hold the street,” Krall said.

His breath never caught. It went in and out low in his belly, the way it had at noon the day he stood on this walk and said nobody comes inside after dusk.

He’d already decided this. Days ago. Weeks, maybe. The night he stood behind the powerhouse and told Grogan he wanted the bus burned. The morning he walked down Lock Street and saw Duane and Tyler in their socks. He’d done this sum a long time ago, the same one he’d been doing since the first afternoon, when he put his hand on the Core, and the answer had always been the same. The families inside. The fighters outside. And if the fighters outside went down, well.

They’d been going to go down anyway. Eventually. That was what the sheds were for.

Below him, inside the gate, Grogan’s crew looked at each other.

I saw it through the gap at the hinges. Six men in orange vests, with shotguns, standing in front of a gate with their backs to it. Looking at each other. Then up at Krall on the walk. Then out through the gap at forty women in the street with the Tide coming.

Tyler Gorski was looking at me.

His face in the gap, white, his scrubby beard. He was holding his shotgun across his chest with both hands, the way he’d held Marge’s shifter, gripping it, and his knuckles were white, and he was looking at me through the gap in the gate like he wanted me to tell him something.

I didn’t have anything to tell him.

Grogan wasn’t looking at anybody. He was standing at the bar, with his hand on it, and his toothpick in his mouth, and he was looking at the bar.

He didn’t lift it.

“Kirsten,” Linda said behind us. “They’re coming down the street.”

They were. I could hear them. Behind us, up Lock Street toward the lock approach, a sound like rain on a tin roof, only it wasn’t rain. Feet. Hundreds of them. And hissing. And the long grinding drag of a mudback on asphalt.

Kirsten turned around.

She put her back to the inner gate. She put her arm out. And she put up the shield across Lock Street, from Gretchen’s inner wall on one side to the garden fence on the other. Thirty feet. Gold. Between forty women and the river.

The husks came out of the dark down the street and hit it.

“Lew,” she said.

I was beside her.

“Go,” she said. “Get the bus.”



I went.

I ran the other way. Up Lock Street, away from the shield, away from the lock, along the inside of the garden fence toward the main gate end, where the gate in the garden fence let out onto the top of the flats. A quarter mile. Then across the top of the flats to the depot.

I didn’t run well. I was a big man, thirty-four years old, with sixteen years of lying on my back under buses in my knees. But I ran that quarter mile faster than I’d ever run anything in my life.

Behind me I heard the shield take them. A long rolling slap, like surf on a seawall, and the hissing, and the women’s voices.

At the garden gate I looked back once.

The street below the shield was full. Pale and moving, from the inner wall to the garden fence, all the way down Lock Street to the lock approach. And at the garden fence, where Kirsten’s shield ended, they were coming over. Climbing the chain-link onto the flats. Going around the end of the shield the way water goes around a rock.

Looking for the end.

I didn’t look back again.



The depot was quiet.

I came across the top of the flats and through the shed-side gate and the depot was quiet. The bay dark. The dead buses in their rows. The flare-pots Kayleigh hadn’t taken, forty-four of them, on the bench in the bay.

And Marge in the middle of the yard with the honeycomb gold and thick on every window and the stove light coming through the windshield. Noreen in the driver’s seat. Shay up on the roof over the front hatch with Bev’s shotgun across her knees. Gretchen in the stairwell with her sledge.

Jodie in the door, with her wire.

“Lew,” Gretchen said.

“The gate’s shut,” I said. “Krall won’t open it. Seven and six are on Lock Street with their backs to it. Kirsten’s got the shield across the street.”

Gretchen’s face went still, and cold, and very old.

“The lock approach is down,” I said. “The thing hit the lower gates. Three times. Something gave in the lower lock. The river’s coming over.”

“How long has she got?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

I put my hand on the ground.

Sixteen years of shop floors. When you’ve got a question and no gauge, you put your hand on whatever’s nearest and listen.

The depot’s concrete pad. Cold. Two feet thick, laid on the river flats in 1974, the better part of a mile from the lock wall, and every sound on the river came up through it. The fight on the outer wall, a mile of it, ringing. The Tide on Lock Street, a thousand feet slapping the asphalt. The spillway, roaring.

And the lock.

The lower gates of the main chamber. I could feel them through the ground. Through the better part of a mile of river flats and two feet of concrete, I could feel the thing in the tailwater hitting them, the long slow screw-beat of it and then the blow, every thirty seconds, like a pile driver. And the gates taking it.

The pintles.

The left leaf’s pintle. The big steel ball at the bottom of the leaf that sat in its socket in the lock floor and carried the whole weight of the gate. I could feel it. Yesterday it had moved a quarter inch. Now it was moving every time the gate was hit. Shifting. Grinding in its socket.

Starting to shear.

A sound in it I knew. The high, thin, rising squeal of a pin under too much load. The sound a kingpin makes on a county bus with a cracked front axle, right before it lets go. I’d heard it twice in sixteen years. Both times, I’d had an hour.

I took my hand off the ground.

If the pintle went, the leaf went. If the leaf went, the thing was in the chamber. If the thing was in the chamber, the upper gates were next. And the powerhouse wall was right there. And the Core was in the powerhouse. And the barrier was the Core’s.

And forty women had their backs to a gate in that barrier with the river coming down the street.

“Lew,” Noreen said, from the driver’s seat.

I stood up.

“The pins are going,” I said. “On the lower gates. An hour. Maybe less.”

Jodie shifted her coil of wire to the other shoulder. That was the only answer anybody gave.

I went up Marge’s steps past Gretchen and Jodie into the stove light, and sat down in the driver’s seat, and Noreen got up out of it without a word and moved to the front seat across the aisle, and I put my hands on the wheel.


Chapter 21: Through the Fence

The plan was to put Gretchen’s cowcatcher into the depot fence at twenty miles an hour and trust the county’s concrete to be as bad as I remembered.

“Hold on to something,” I said.

Behind me in the aisle, Gretchen put one hand on a bunk frame and her sledge across her knees. Jodie sat down on the floor with her back against the partition and her wire in her lap. Noreen, in the front seat across the aisle, put the dash radio’s handset against her ear and her other hand flat on the dash.

On the roof, through the open rear hatch, Shay yelled, “Holding.”

I put Marge in drive.

She came out of the yard in first with the honeycomb on her glass thinning down to its skin as she went from ANCHOR into ROLL, the gold going out of the windows like a breath going out, and I aimed her nose at the depot fence.

The shed-side gate was no good. It was a walk gate, eight feet wide on a pipe frame, and Marge with her skirts was nine. And it let out onto the path down to Lock Street, and the path came out onto Lock Street below Kirsten’s shield, in the middle of the Tide.

The fence. The chain-link along the bottom of the depot yard, where the yard dropped off onto the flats. Eight feet high on steel posts every ten feet, galvanized, put in by the county in 1974 and never touched since.

I’d put my hand on those posts a hundred times walking the yard. They were set in concrete. They were set in concrete badly. The county had bought the cheap mix, and fifty years of frost had cracked every footing along that run, and every post rang loose in its hole.

Marge came up through first and grabbed second, and I came off the gas right when the band took, and she slid into it, and I put my foot down.

Gretchen’s cowcatcher hit the fence at twenty-two miles an hour.

It went. The whole run of it. The cowcatcher’s point hit the chain-link between two posts and the mesh folded back over the wedge like a sheet over a plow, and the posts on either side of it came up out of their cracked footings with a sound like teeth being pulled. The top rail bent. Snapped. The fence went down in front of us and under us in a long screaming tangle of galvanized wire, and Marge rolled over it, and I felt every post go under the skirts, bang, bang, bang, the plate steel taking it.

Then we were on the flats.



It was dark. Darker than I’d ever seen the flats. Kayleigh’s fires along the bottom of seven had burned down. The only light was Marge’s headlights and the faint gold skin of the barrier on her glass, and up ahead, far off, the white shimmer at the edge of the Core’s barrier over the inner wall.

And the husks.

They were everywhere. On the low ground of the flats between the depot and Lock Street, in the dark, pale eyes coming up in the headlights like nailheads in a dark floor. They’d come over the garden fence around the end of Kirsten’s shield and spread out across the flats the way water spreads out when it comes over a levee, filling the low places first, pooling.

The headlights hit them. They turned toward us.

“Shay,” I said.

“Left,” Shay said, from the roof. “Left, Lew. Go left. Get up on the garden fence line.”

I went left.

“The low ground’s full,” she said. Fast. Her face came down over the top edge of the windshield, upside down. “They’re pooling in the low ground, same as the dark, same as the seams. The flats dip in the middle. Between the depot and Lock Street there’s a dip, a long one, where the old drainage ditch was. They’re in the dip. That’s where most of them are.” Her face went up out of sight and came back. “The garden fence runs along the high ground. Along the top. It’s the old field road. Get on it. Ride the fence.”

I got on it.

The garden fence ran across the top of the flats from the depot toward Lock Street, a line of posts and chicken wire around the gardens, and along the outside of it a strip of packed dirt where the county trucks used to drive to mow. The old field road. A foot higher than the flats on either side.

A foot. That’s all it was. But Shay was right. The husks were in the dip below it, a hundred yards wide, a pale mass of them in the dark, and on the field road along the fence there were only a few. Strays. Coming up out of the dip at the headlights.

“Ride the fence,” Shay said again. “Keep the fence on your right. It’ll take you right down to Lock Street at the inner gate.”

They came at us.

Only the strays. Twenty, thirty, coming up out of the dip onto the field road at the headlights, fast in the dark, the way they move. They hit the cowcatcher.

And the cowcatcher threw them.

I’d watched Gretchen shape it the day she hauled the barge plate up from Lock Street, a wedge of half-inch plate with its edges curved out and back. I’d welded it on. I’d never seen it do what it was for.

It did it. The husks came at the front of the bus and hit the point of the wedge and went sideways. Left and right, off the curved plates, thrown like spray off a boat’s bow. The ones on the left went down the slope into the dip. The ones on the right hit the garden fence and tangled in the chicken wire.

Some of them got to the sides.

They came along Marge’s flanks in the dark and tried to climb her. Tried to get their hands on the windows, on the frames, on anything. And the skirts were there. Gretchen’s blue-sheened ribbed plate, from the floor line to six inches off the dirt, smooth as glass. Nothing to grab. Their hands slid off it. They went down under the wheels or fell away into the dark behind us.

One got a hand on a window frame above the skirt. On the right side, by the third bunk. I heard it hit, and the glass shake.

Shay’s shotgun went off on the roof.

The hand went away.

“Noreen,” I said.

She had the radio against her ear. “Dale’s in the control house. He says the left leaf’s moving. He can see it from the window. He says it’s leaning in at the top.”

“How much?”

Noreen said it into the handset. Listened. “Six inches at the top. He says it’s leaning six inches at the top and it wasn’t leaning at all at seven-thirty.”

“Tell him we’re coming.”

“He knows you’re coming,” Noreen said. “He says hurry up.”



The field road came down off the top of the flats toward Lock Street.

I could see the inner wall ahead now in the headlights. Gretchen’s wall, grey steel, twelve feet high, with the faint white shimmer of the Core’s barrier standing over it. And the inner gate. And the garden fence coming down to meet Lock Street right beside the gate.

And in the street, at the gate, the women.

Forty of them. Packed into the street in front of the shut inner gate with their backs to it. Lances up. Bats. Shotguns. And Kayleigh in the middle of them throwing flare-pots, one after another, over their heads into the street, so the whole stretch of Lock Street in front of the gate was lit up orange and roaring.

Kirsten’s shield across Lock Street. Gold. From the inner wall to the garden fence. And on the other side of it, down Lock Street toward the lock, so many husks I couldn’t see the asphalt. A wall of them, piled against the gold, ten deep, climbing each other, the ones on top reaching over and the shield going up to meet them.

On the flats side of the garden fence, below the shield, they were coming over.

I’d seen it at the garden gate, looking back. They’d found the end of the shield. Where it met the garden fence. And they were climbing the chain-link of the garden fence there and dropping onto the flats on the far side of it, and then turning, and coming back along the inside of the fence.

Toward the women. From the side. From the flats. Where there wasn’t any shield at all.

Three of them came over the fence onto Lock Street behind the shield, between the end of it and the women, and Linda’s fire axe took one, and Dee’s fist took another, and the third got its hands on one of the Duda sisters before her sister put a lance through its jaw.

More were coming over.

“Lew,” Gretchen said, behind me.

“I see it.”

I brought Marge down off the field road onto Lock Street at the garden fence, beside the women, and turned her.

Broadside. The way I’d turned her on the river road the night I cut the depot chain, with a mudback climbing the flatbed. I swung her nose hard right and let her back end come around, and she slid on the asphalt, forty feet of school bus and plate steel coming around sideways across the end of Lock Street. And stopped.

With her whole left side against the garden fence.

Between the flats and the women.

The husks coming over the fence came over onto Marge’s roof, or into her skirts, or into nothing. The fence was there and then Marge was there, the whole length of her, and there wasn’t anywhere for them to drop.

On the roof, Shay’s shotgun went off twice. Something fell off the far side.

I threw the door lever. It bound halfway. I eased it back and threw it again.

It opened.

“Get on,” I said.

They got on.

Both doors. The front door, right in front of me, and the rear emergency door, which Jodie had gone back and thrown open. The women in the street came off the gate and ran for the bus, in order, the way a wall changes shift. Linda at the front door, putting women up the steps two at a time, counting them out loud. The Duda sisters at the rear door, pulling women up.

Kayleigh kept throwing.

She stood at the front of the bus by the cowcatcher with her bag of pots, striking fuses and throwing them, over the shield, down Lock Street into the husks. Over the garden fence, onto the flats. The whole end of Lock Street was orange fire and the husks were screaming in it.

And Kirsten held the shield.

She stood at the far side of the street with her back to the inner wall and her arm out, holding the shield across Lock Street from the inner wall to Marge’s nose, now, because Marge had closed the gap between the garden fence and the end of it. She was the last thing between the women and the Tide, and she held it while forty women went up the steps of a school bus behind her.

She didn’t look at the bus once. She looked at the shield.

Her braid had come out of its tie somewhere on Lock Street and hung down her back in a loose gold rope, and she hadn’t noticed.



Grogan’s crew was on the inner gate.

I could see them through the windshield. Behind the gate, through the gap at the hinges. Six men in orange vests. Standing there.

They didn’t open the gate. They didn’t do anything to stop the women getting on the bus, either. They didn’t raise their shotguns. They stood there behind Gretchen’s steel and watched forty wall women climb into Marge, and Grogan had his hand on the bar and his toothpick in his mouth, and he didn’t move.

Tyler Gorski was watching me.

I saw his face in the gap. He’d come to the gate’s edge, right up to the hinge, and he had his face against the gap looking out, and he was watching me in the driver’s seat. His mouth was open.

On the walk over the gate, Darrell Krall was looking down at the bus.

He’d said what he had to say. He stood on the walk with Tuttle beside him and looked down at Marge broadside across the end of Lock Street, at the women going up her steps, at Kirsten holding the shield. And his face was shut, the way it had been at the Board the night it called Kirsten B.

Tuttle beside him had his hands over his mouth.

“Thirty-eight,” Linda said, at the door. “Thirty-nine. That’s all of them, Lew. Thirty-nine and the captain.”

“Kirsten,” I said, out the door.

She heard me.

She didn’t let the shield go. She came backward. Across the street, toward the bus, with her arm out and the shield moving with her, the way she’d moved it across the tilted deck of the Joe Sedlak. It slid back across Lock Street in front of her like a door on a track, the husks piled against it sliding with it, the whole pile of them coming toward the bus as she backed.

She got to the steps. She put her boot on the bottom one.

“Go,” she said, without turning around.

“Get on.”

“I’m on. Go. When you go, I let it down.”

I looked at the street.

Lock Street ran from the inner gate down to the lock wall. Four hundred yards. And every yard of it was husks. Wall to wall. And in the middle of them, a hundred yards down, something bigger. A shape in the dark beyond the flare light. Long and low and humped. A mudback, the size of a box truck, dragging itself up Lock Street through the husks toward the shield.

“Kirsten,” I said. “There’s a mudback in the street. A big one.”

“I see it.”

“I’m going straight down Lock Street. Through them. To the lock wall.”

“I know you are.”

“When you let the shield down, they’re going to come.”

“I know, Lew.” She was still looking at the shield. Her boot on the step. “That’s why I’m getting on the bus.”

I put Marge in drive.

I brought her off the garden fence, around, straight. Nose down Lock Street toward the lock. Toward the husks piled against the shield.

“Now,” I said.

Kirsten let the shield go and came up the steps.



They came.

The pile against the shield fell forward when the shield went out, the way a crowd falls forward when a door it’s leaning on opens. All of them. A wall of pale bodies falling toward us down Lock Street in the orange light.

Marge hit them.

I was in second when the band grabbed, and then I put my foot on the floor. The cowcatcher hit the falling pile at fifteen miles an hour and threw it. Left and right. Off the curved plates, husks going sideways off the curve like gravel off a plow blade. Into the inner wall on the left. Into the garden fence on the right. Under the skirts. Over the hood.

They came over the hood.

They came up over the cowcatcher and onto the hood, onto the windshield, faces against the glass, pale and blind, hands pressed flat on the barrier’s thin skin. The skin held. In ROLL it’s only a skin, but they couldn’t see through it, and they couldn’t hold on to it. They slid. They slid up the windshield and off the roof and off the sides, and Shay was up there, I could hear her, shotgun going off, again, again, racking, firing, calling.

“Clear right! Clear! Left side, two on the left! Lew, the mudback!”

I saw it.

It was in the middle of Lock Street, eighty yards ahead, coming at us through the husks. A big one. As big as the bull had been. Its claws up. Its eyestalks swinging toward the headlights. It filled the street from the inner wall almost to the garden fence. There wasn’t room to get around it.

I didn’t slow down.

Seventy yards. Sixty.

It stopped coming.

It stopped in the middle of Lock Street with the husks streaming past it on both sides, and it turned. Sideways. Broadside to us. The way I’d turned Marge. It turned its big humped body across the street and planted its claws, and its eyestalks swung back toward us over its shoulder.

And its back legs settled.

All of them at once. The back end went down. Six inches. Like a dog getting ready to jump.

Back end goes down, you go down.

I couldn’t go down. I was in a bus.

So I went left.

I put the wheel hard left and Marge swung, at forty yards, at thirty-five miles an hour, toward the inner wall. Toward the narrow strip of asphalt between the mudback’s head and Gretchen’s steel.

The tail came around.

It came out of the dark behind the mudback’s body, a tail like a length of culvert pipe swinging on a crane, sweeping across Lock Street at the height of Marge’s windshield. Right where the windshield had been going to be.

It didn’t hit the windshield.

It hit the cowcatcher.

I’d swung left, and Marge’s nose had swung left, and the cowcatcher came around with it, Gretchen’s half-inch plate, angled. The tail came across and hit the right side of the wedge, square on the curve.

The curve threw it.

Up. The tail hit the angled plate and rode up it, the whole sweep of it, and went up over Marge’s hood. Over the windshield. Over the roof.

Over Shay.

“Down!” I yelled.



I felt it go over. The whole bus rang. Something hit the roof right behind the stovepipe, a crack like a semi’s trailer coming down off a jack, and the stovepipe bent, and the bus rocked on her springs, and then the tail was gone, over the far side and down.

We were past it.

Between the mudback’s head and the inner wall, with a foot to spare on the right. The mudback’s head went by my window. Its eyestalks. Its claw, swinging at us, missing, hitting the skirt behind me with a bang I felt in my seat.

Then it was behind us.

“Shay!” I said.

Nothing from the roof.

“Shay!”

“I’m here.” Her voice came down through the rear hatch. Shaky. “I’m here. I’m okay. I went flat. It went over me.” A breath. “It went right over me, Lew. I felt the wind. Holy shit. Holy shit, I felt the wind.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No. I don’t think. No.” A pause. “Your chimney’s bent.”

“I don’t care about the chimney.”

I did, a little. I could hear it through the roof, the flue’s draw gone thick and slow behind me. But the bend was up above the roof collar, out in the open air, not down at the hatch frame where a quarter inch had smoked us out the day I put her in. Above the collar she’d draw lazy. She’d still draw.

“It’s really bent,” Shay said.



Behind me, in the aisle, packed with forty women standing and sitting and lying on the bunks, somebody started laughing.

It was Kirsten.

She was standing in the stairwell where she’d come up the steps, with one hand on the grab rail and her shotgun across her body, and she was laughing. Short and breathless and shaky, the way you laugh when something huge has just missed you.

“You went down,” she said.

“I couldn’t go down.”

“You went down,” she said. “Back end goes down, you go down. You went left. That’s the bus going down.” She was still laughing. “I taught you that in your own yard.”

“You did.”

“I taught you that in your own yard,” Kirsten said again, and stopped laughing, and put her hand on the back of my seat beside my shoulder, and left it there.



The lock wall came up out of the dark ahead.

Lock Street ran down off the flats onto it, where the land ended and the river began, and the lock wall went out from there into the river along the side of the main chamber like a concrete road. Wide as a road. Wider than Marge. Dale’s control house standing on it a hundred yards out, a little brick building with its lights off.

It was wet.

The river had come over, thrown up by the blows. A thin sheet of black water across the concrete, an inch deep, two, running off the downstream edge. And in it, husks, fewer than on Lock Street but enough. Coming up out of the tailwater over the edge of the lock wall the way they’d been coming all night.

And something else.

Through the floor. Through the tires. Through the steering wheel under my hands.

The hum.

I’d felt it at the lock approach at 7:40, through the lock wall with my palm on the concrete. I felt it now through the whole bus. Up through the tires and the axles and the frame rails into the steering column and into my hands. Deep. Slow. Turning. A ship’s screw underwater.

Every thirty seconds, the blow.

It came up through the lock wall like the whole wall had been hit with a pile driver. Marge rocked on her springs. The water on the concrete jumped. And from the far end of the lock wall, downstream, at the lower end of the main chamber, that sound again. The shriek of steel. Long and grinding.

The lower gates.

I couldn’t see them. They were six hundred feet down the lock wall in the dark. But I could hear them. Through the bus. The left leaf of the lower gates, groaning on its pintle every time the thing in the river hit it, and the squeal in the pintle that I’d heard through the depot’s floor.

Louder.

“Dale says the left leaf’s leaning a foot now,” Noreen said, with the radio at her ear. “He says hurry.”



Dale was at the door of his control house when we came by.

He was standing in the doorway with his thermos in one hand and his flashlight in the other, in his faded Corps jacket, with the water running over his boots. I stopped Marge in front of him and threw the door, and he came up the steps past Kirsten without a word and stood in the stairwell.

He looked down the aisle at forty women.

“That’s a lot of people for a school bus,” he said.

That was all he said about it.

“Gate three,” he said.

“Gate three.”



I took her up the lock wall to the head of the chamber, to the service bridge. The dam road started on the far side of it, by the gallery hatch, and ran out across the river on top of the dam. Sixteen feet wide between the guardrails.

I swung Marge wide, the whole width of the lock wall, and put her in reverse.

I’d done it three days ago in daylight, to test the bracket. Backed her across the bridge deck over the chamber head and off the far end onto the dam road, nose to the lock, the way Gretchen wanted her. It had been tight then. It was tighter now. In the dark, with the backup lights showing nothing behind me but sixteen feet of wet concrete and a guardrail on each side and then black, I backed her out at five miles an hour with eighteen inches between the right mirror and the downstream rail. The pool on my left, upstream, high and black and close. The spillway on my right, forty feet down, roaring. Noreen stood at the rear emergency door with her face to the glass and the radio at her mouth, calling the rail to me a foot at a time.

There were husks on the dam road.

A few. Jodie’s trips had done their work. They’d come along the dam road from the lock end, coming up out of the spillway, and hit her wires and gone down, and the ones behind them had gone over them and tangled in her snares. They were lying in a heap at the lock end of the road, twenty of them, thrashing, held. I backed over the edge of the heap. Marge’s skirts took it.

“That’s mine,” Jodie said, from the floor behind the partition. Very quietly. “Those are my wires.”

“I know, Jodie.”

“I set those,” she said. Like she didn’t believe it.

At gate one’s pier, the right mirror went.

A husk came up over the downstream guardrail out of nowhere, out of the spillway, climbing the face of the dam, and got its hands on the mirror bracket and pulled. The bracket snapped. The mirror went down into the spillway with the husk still holding it.

At gate two’s pier, the left one.

Something hit it from the pool side. I didn’t see what. A gar coming up out of the pool over the upstream rail, maybe. A long dark shape, and the left mirror was there and then it wasn’t, and the gar slid back over the rail into the water.

I stopped Marge at gate two’s pier. A hundred and twenty feet short of gate three.

With no mirrors.

“Noreen,” I said.

She was already coming up the aisle from the back.

She came up through forty women with the radio in her fist, and I got up out of the driver’s seat and she sat down in it, and she put her hands on the wheel at ten and two and looked straight ahead out the windshield at the dark.

“You’ve got to back her the rest of the way,” I said. “Gretchen’s loop is three feet off the downstream rail, four feet past the pier.”

“I know where it is.”

“There’s no mirrors.”

“I know there’s no mirrors, Lew,” Noreen said. “I’ve been practicing with no mirrors since Day 58. Get out of my light.”

I got out of her light.

She did it in two.

Forty women in the bus. Eight hundred pounds of generator head and a PTO slung under her, twelve bunks bolted to her floor, a bent stovepipe. Sixteen feet of road between two guardrails with a forty-foot drop on one side and the pool on the other. In the dark. No mirrors.

Noreen backed her the last hundred and twenty feet in reverse the whole way, slowly, with the wheel barely moving under her hands, past gate three’s pier with the skirts a hand’s width off the concrete.

Noreen didn’t look back once. She had her head a little tilted. Listening. To the echo of the engine off the pier. To the tires on the wet concrete, and the guardrail coming closer, and the sound the rear bumper made when it got near the rail, the engine noise bouncing back off it louder.

On the second correction she stopped.

“Three inches,” she said.

I didn’t believe her. I went back down the aisle through forty women and out the rear emergency door into the dark.

Marge’s tow hitch was three inches from Gretchen’s blue loop.



Gretchen was already there.

She’d come out the rear door ahead of me with the tow chain off the side compartment over her shoulder. Grade eighty, twenty feet of it, and the binder. She ran it through the loop and around the hitch twice and set the binder and threw it, and the chain went tight with a twang I felt in my teeth.

She put her hand on it.

“That’ll hold,” she said.

“It’ll have to.”

“It’ll hold, mechanic,” Gretchen said. “I made that loop out of the dam.”

I went back up the aisle to the driver’s seat. Noreen moved over so I could reach the dash. I put my hand on the key.

Marge’s engine was running. Idling. The PTO disengaged. The generator under her floor, still.

I looked out the windshield.

The dam road in the headlights, sixteen feet of wet concrete running back toward the lock. Jodie’s heap of husks at the far end, thrashing. And from the spillway on the right, coming up over the downstream guardrail, more of them. And from the pool on the left, the long dark shapes of gars sliding up over the upstream rail.

Coming for the bus.

It was 9:10. We’d been on the dam road four minutes.

I put my hand flat on the core housing behind the driver’s seat.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay, sweetheart. Now.”

[Marge: ANCHOR.]

The chord came up out of the housing.

I felt it come up into my palm and into my arm and down through the seat into the floor, and out. Into the frame rails. Into the skirts and the cowcatcher and the bunk frames and the PTO and the generator head slung under her. Into the tow chain. Into Gretchen’s blue loop, and through the loop, into the dam.

Into the whole dam.

I felt it go. Into the rebar mat Gretchen had pulled the loop out of. Into the concrete. Down into the piers and along the dam road and into the gallery and the gates and the hoists, the whole quarter mile of the Lock Nine dam, ringing with it.

And something came back.

The chord went out of Marge into the dam, and something came back up out of the dam into Marge. The six notes. The powerhouse Core’s six notes, the ones I’d felt in the powerhouse wall the morning Dale handed me the injector kits, deep under the floor. The dam was carrying them. Out from the powerhouse along the lock wall and onto the dam and up through Gretchen’s loop into Marge’s frame.

The gaps in Marge’s chord filled in.

The top of it. The high notes she’d never had. They came up into her out of the dam, and the chord caught them the way the two cores had caught each other in the housing the day the skirts went on, and locked.

All six.

For the first time, Marge had all six.

And the barrier went full.

It came up off her glass. The thin skin and the honeycomb that had lain on the windows like frost lifted off every window at once and went out.

Out. Away from the bus. A wall of amber light rising up off Marge’s sides and going out across the dam road in every direction, curving up as it went, the honeycomb cells growing as they went out, from thumbnail to palm to dinner plate, gold and fitted edge to edge.

It went out over the downstream guardrail and over the spillway. Over the upstream rail and over the pool. Up the dam road toward the lock and down it toward the far bank. And up. Up over Marge’s roof, over Shay lying flat beside the bent stovepipe, curving overhead, closing.

A dome.

Thirty yards out from the bus in every direction. Sixty yards across. Over the dam road and the pier and the spillway below and the pool above. Gold. Every cell of it lit from inside, the whole huge honeycomb of it standing over the dam in the dark like the inside of a church bell made of light.

I’d seen it on the glass. I’d seen it in ANCHOR in the depot bay, thick on the windows. I’d never seen this. Nobody had. Nobody in the river country had ever seen a shelter’s barrier stand up out in the open on a Surge night with the Tide all around it, because nobody had ever had a shelter they could drive out into the Tide and stop.

Across the lock, up on the walk of the inner wall, flashlights were moving. One, then a dozen, then a whole ragged line of them bunching along the top of Gretchen’s wall where it looked down on the river, and faces under them, white in the gold. The town had come up to see what had lit the dam.

I sat there in the driver’s seat with my hand on the core housing and looked at it.

My hand was shaking. I let it.

[Marge: ANCHOR. Radius: 30 yards. Grade E.]

The husks hit it.

The ones coming up over the downstream guardrail out of the spillway. They came up over the rail and hit the inside of the dome where it came down to meet the concrete, and stopped. Blind. You could see it happen. Their faces went slack. Their pale eyes went flat. They stood there against the gold with their hands on it, the way they stood at the windows in the depot on the nights the field was up, and they didn’t know where they were. They didn’t know where we were. They stood there, blind, and lost interest, and slid back.

The gars coming up out of the pool over the upstream rail hit it and stopped. Hissed. Backed off into the water.

Inside the dome, the dam road was still.



Behind me, in the bus, forty women had stopped talking.

They were looking out the windows. All of them. Standing in the aisle and sitting on the bunks and lying on the floor, wall women in their filthy gear with their lances and bats, looking out through Marge’s windows at a dome of gold light sixty yards across standing over them on the dam in the middle of the Surge.

Nobody said anything.

Then Bev Pawlak, sitting on a top bunk near the back with her shaved head nearly touching the ceiling, said in a small voice, “Oh.”

And somebody started to cry.

I got up out of the seat.

There was work to do. There was the cable and the pier and the gallery and the hoist and the thing at the lower gates, and I didn’t have time to look at a dome. But I stood in the stairwell for a second and looked back down the aisle at forty women in the gold light, and I let myself have it.

One second. Then I went down the steps.



Outside, it was quiet.

Inside the dome, standing on the dam road beside Marge, it was quiet. The spillway still roared. The Tide still screamed, out there beyond the gold, on the lock wall and the river and the outer wall a mile away where three and four and five were still holding. But it was muffled. Like hearing a storm through a window.

I could feel the rest field, too.

It was on my skin. Like the warmth from a stove across a room. On my face, on my hands. The field, out in the open, thirty yards in every direction. Stronger than anything I’d ever felt in the depot. I could feel it pulling at me, at the tiredness in my shoulders and the ache in my knees from running Lock Street, the way a warm bed pulls at you when you’ve been up for two days.

The wall women were coming out of the bus. Through both doors, onto the dam road, inside the dome. Standing on the concrete in the gold light, looking up at it. Some of them sat down. Right on the wet road. Like their legs had decided for them. Linda and Bev were already dragging the Galilee mattresses down off the bunks, where they’d ridden two deep since Galilee, and laying them in a row along the upstream guardrail, and the women who’d been hurt on seven lay down on them without a word.

“Don’t sleep,” Kirsten said. Behind me. The wall voice. “Nobody sleeps. Not yet. You can feel it. I know you can feel it. Don’t.”

Shay came off the roof then. She dropped down through the rear hatch into the aisle and came out the emergency door the way she came out of everything, too fast, and jumped the last three feet to the concrete. Her right leg went out from under her. She sat down hard on Marge’s back bumper.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m fine. I came down on it wrong when the tail went over.”

Kirsten was already there. She went down on one knee in the gold light in front of the bumper and took Shay’s ankle in both hands, the taped trail shoe in one and her other hand around the bone above it, and turned it, slow, a quarter inch each way, the way a catcher checks her own ankle after a play at the plate.

“Sprained?” Shay said.

“No.” Kirsten didn’t let go. Her thumb was on the inside of Shay’s ankle, on the strip of bare freckled skin between the sock and the torn leggings, and it stayed there after she’d said no, long after she’d have known nothing was broken. Shay looked down at her and didn’t say anything at all, which was a first, and I watched her freckles go pink in the barrier-light.

Kirsten gave the ankle one squeeze, let it go, and stood up.

“You’ll run on it,” she said, in the wall voice, and walked off up the dam road to count her women.

Shay sat on the bumper and looked after her a long time, and for once in her life didn’t have a thing to say about it.



I looked at the two ends of the dome.

Where it came down to meet the dam road. Toward the lock, and toward the far bank. Thirty yards each way. And outside it, at both ends, husks. Coming along the dam road. Hitting the gold and going blind and stopping. And the ones behind them climbing over them.

Piling.

“Gretchen,” I said.

She was beside me. She’d been looking at the same thing.

“They’re piling at the ends,” she said.

“The lock end’s going to go first.” I could feel the posts through my boots, and the dam road under them, and the load coming down it from the lock end. The pile building against the dome where the road came in. “The road narrows there. Past the pier. The pier sticks out into the road and makes a corner. They’re piling in the corner.”

“Then don’t give them a corner,” Gretchen said. “Put a curve.”



She raised the wall at the lock end first.

She’d slept ten hours the night before last. The first whole night since the Turn. And I watched what it had done for her.

She knelt on the dam road deck at the lock end of the dome, ten feet inside the gold, and put her hands on the guardrail posts on both sides. And the posts came up. Out of the concrete. Six of them, three on each side, with the W-beam rail still bolted to them, and the steel bent and flowed between her hands, the drone coming out of her so deep it rattled Marge’s windows thirty yards away. She laid the rail sections across the road. Stood them up. Pulled the posts in against them.

She shaped it into a curve.

She made it a shallow arc instead of a straight wall across the road, bowed out toward the lock, from guardrail to guardrail, with a gap a shoulder wide left against the upstream rail where one woman at a time could get through, the way you’d build a dam. Six feet high. Two layers of W-beam welded into one by her hands, blue as gun barrels where they cooled. So when the pile came at it, the load would go out along the curve to the ends and down into the dam road, and not stop at any one place.

No corners.

Then she went to the far end and did it again. There wasn’t enough guardrail there, so she pulled up the old Corps rail track the gantry crane used to run on, two lengths of torn steel rail, and bent those into it too.

When she stood up the second time, she swayed.

I caught her elbow. She let me.

“There,” she said. Her face grey. “Your load paths.”

“They’re yours.”

“They’re both of ours, mechanic,” Gretchen said. “Go fix your hoist.”



Kirsten met me at Marge’s rear door.

She had a thermos. My thermos, the old dented one. She’d gone in and filled it off the coffee pot the tail had knocked half off the stove plate when it hit the stovepipe, sitting there tilted, still hot.

She held it out.

I took it. Her fingers were on it too. Under mine. She didn’t take them away. She held on to the thermos with me, and looked at me, in the gold light, with her braid tight and her jacket open and the blood from a husk’s claw dried on her cheek where I hadn’t seen her get it.

One second. Her fingers on mine.

“Go,” she said.

I went.



The pier door was where Gretchen had left it after the test. Open. The square black shaft going down inside the pier, the steel ladder on the wall.

I’d dropped the cable down it for the test and pulled it back up after. Now I dropped it again. Six hundred feet of number four welding cable off the reel strapped to Marge’s front seat, one end already bolted to the generator head’s terminals through the hole in the skirt. Forty feet across the dam road to the pier. Forty-five feet down the shaft.

Dale went down first. With his flashlight and his thermos, sixty years old, down a forty-five-foot steel ladder in the dark inside a dam in the middle of a Surge, and he didn’t hold on to the rails any tighter than he’d have held them on a Sunday.

I went down after him with my lance on my back and my tool bag on my shoulder.



The alcove was the way we’d left it. Gretchen’s blue bars in the window. The Westinghouse on its frame. The contactor box on the wall. The control panel with its three green buttons worn to bare metal. RAISE. LOWER. STOP.

Out the window, forty feet down, gate three. Shut. And the stilling basin below it. Dark. The roller under gate two beside it, turning.

Past gate three, below it, beyond the end of the river wall, the tailwater.

I couldn’t see it. It was too dark. But I could hear it. Through the window, through the concrete under my boots. That slow beat in the steel. Down there in the dark, in the tailwater, below gate three. The slow turning, round and round.

Then the blow.

The whole dam shook. The alcove shook. Dust came down off the ceiling. And from the lower gates, two hundred yards away along the lock wall, the shriek of steel.

“It’s backing off,” Dale said. He had his face against the window bars. “Between hits. It backs off into the tailwater. Right down there. Below three. I’ve been watching it from the control house for an hour.” He turned around. “Lew. It’s right down there. It’s right under my gate.”

“I know, Dale,” I said. “Let’s get it running.”

I wired the cable into the contactor box. Two lugs, two bolts, by flashlight, the way I’d done it in daylight with Dale watching. My hands knew it. They did it without me.

I picked up Dale’s radio, the handheld twin of the one on Marge’s dash.

“Noreen. Start the PTO.”

Up on the dam road, forty-five feet over my head, I heard the clack and the whine. The generator head spinning up under Marge’s floor. The drone rising.

“Eighteen hundred,” I said.

“I know,” Noreen said.

The two notes came down the shaft. Chasing each other up the scale. Meeting.

“There,” Noreen said. “Locked.”

“Dale,” I said.

Dale pushed RAISE.



The contactor slammed shut with a clack and a fat blue spark.

The Westinghouse growled.

And didn’t turn.

It growled. Deep. Loud. The armature straining in the housing, the brushes sparking on the commutator, I could see the blue flicker through the vent slots. The motor getting the current and trying to turn and not turning. Groaning. Like a man trying to lift a car.

Up on the dam road, Marge’s engine sagged. The generator taking the load, all of it, and more, and the engine bogging down under it, the note dropping.

“Stop,” I said. “Stop, Dale.”

Dale pushed STOP.

The growl died.

I put my hand on the motor housing.

Hot, and getting close to burned. Hot the way a motor gets when it’s stalled, when it’s taking current and not turning, and all that current is going into heat. Another thirty seconds and it would have cooked like four.

“What is it?” Dale said.

“It’s not the motor.”

I put my hand on the gearbox. Cold. I put my hand on the drum. Cold. I put my hand on the brake.

The hoist brake. A big drum brake on the motor’s output shaft, between the motor and the gearbox, that held the gate where it was when the power was off. Two steel shoes clamped on a drum by a heavy spring. When you hit RAISE, a solenoid on top of it pulled the shoes off the drum against the spring, and the motor could turn.

At the test, the solenoid had pulled. I’d heard it. A clack, right after the contactor.

Tonight I hadn’t heard it.



“The brake’s on,” I said.

“What?”

“The brake didn’t release. The solenoid’s not pulling.” I put my hand on the solenoid. A steel can the size of a coffee can on top of the brake, with a plunger coming out of the bottom of it. I could feel the coil in it. Warm. Getting the current. And not pulling. “It’s weak. It pulled at the test when the motor wasn’t loaded. Tonight the motor’s taking everything the generator’s got and there’s not enough left for the solenoid to fight the spring.”

“Can you fix it?”

“Not in the time we’ve got.” I looked at the brake. At the shoes, clamped on the drum. At the release lever on the side of it. Every hoist brake has one. A manual release. A steel lever you can pull to take the shoes off the drum by hand, for maintenance, when the power’s off.

It was rusted. It hadn’t been touched since 1952.

I got the pry bar out of my tool bag.

I put the pry bar’s flat end under the release lever, against the brake housing, and leaned on it. Nothing. I leaned harder. The rust on the lever’s pivot cracked. Then the lever moved. An inch. Two. And the shoes came off the drum, a quarter inch, with a screech of seventy-year-old steel.

I held it there.

“Dale,” I said. “Hit it.”

“You’re holding the brake off by hand.”

“I’m holding it off with a pry bar. Hit it.”

Dale pushed RAISE.



The Westinghouse growled.

And turned.

It turned. The armature came around, slow, groaning, under the load. The brake drum turned under my pry bar with the shoes a quarter inch off it, singing. The gearbox engaged with a grind. The drum turned. The lifting chains came up through the slots in the floor, clanking, one link after the next, the whole gate hanging on them now.

Up on the dam road, Marge’s engine dipped. Came back. Noreen had it.

“Stop,” I said. “That’s enough. Just an inch. Stop.”

Dale stopped it.

The chains stopped. I let the pry bar off the lever. The shoes came back down on the drum with a clang, and held.

Gate three had come up an inch off its sill.

The motor sat on its frame, warm. Turning. Alive.

It groaned, and it turned, and it held.

“I need something to hold that lever,” I said. “So my hands are free.”

Dale looked around the alcove. Then he unscrewed the cup off his thermos, and drank what was in it, and handed me the thermos.

It was a steel Stanley, the green one, the old kind, with the handle. I looked at it.

“Dale.”

“It’s the right length,” he said.

It was. I wedged it between the release lever and the alcove wall, the thermos’s steel body jammed against the lever, the bottom of it against the concrete. When I took my hands away, it held. The lever stayed up. The shoes stayed off the drum.

Dale looked at his thermos wedged in the brake of his hoist.

“That’s a good thermos,” he said.



The window broke.

It was one down the gallery, past three’s alcove, toward the lock end, past the stairs, in the stretch Gretchen hadn’t gotten to. I heard the bars go. A shriek of 1937 steel bending, and the crack of concrete letting go, and the clang of a bar hitting the gallery floor.

Then feet.

On the gallery floor. In the water. Coming toward us. Fast.

I grabbed my lance off my back and turned around.

It came out of the dark into Dale’s flashlight beam in the doorway of the alcove. A husk. Wet from the spillway. Grey and long-armed and fast, coming at us on all fours along the gallery floor, and it came into the alcove and came up off the floor at me.

At my face.

I didn’t have time to set the lance. It was too close. There wasn’t time for anything, not even to be afraid, and my right hand came off the shaft on its own, flat, the way you’d slap a door shut in a wind.

I didn’t put anything into it. I didn’t have to.

I felt her on the other end.

Forty-five feet up. Through the concrete and the pier shaft and the cable running up it into Marge’s floor, through the chord, a tug. Like a line paying out off a reel somebody else was holding. Kirsten, up on the dam road inside the dome, feeling a piece of herself go out of her, and letting it go. A dollar out of her pocket. I felt her feel it.

The gold was already there.

A shard of her shield no bigger than a cutting board, ribbed and buzzing, standing in the air between my palm and the husk’s face. It had gone where it was sent, the way hers always did.

The husk hit it.

It stopped. Its face slammed into the little gold pane and its head snapped back and it hung there for one second in the air, stopped dead, with its arms out.

I got my hand back on the shaft and put the lance through it.

I couldn’t reach the jaw. It was hanging there with its head back. I put the lance in under the back of its skull. At the top of the spine. Right below the skull.

Anything else, they don’t care.

It cared about that. It went limp. It slid down off the shield onto the alcove floor and lay there.

Four seconds.

The shield went out.

[Ride-Along: Bulwark fragment.]

My hands went.

Both of them, wrists down. Dead. Gone. Like they’d been cut off and somebody had sewn on a pair of rubber gloves full of sand. The lance fell out of them. I didn’t feel it go. I heard it hit the floor.

I stood there in the alcove looking at my hands.

“Lew?” Dale said.

“I can’t feel my hands.”

“Again?”

“Again.”

Dale looked at the husk on the floor. At the lance beside it. At my hands, which I was holding up in front of my face, fingers curled. Then he looked out the alcove door, down the dark gallery, toward the broken window.

He picked up my lance.

“How long?” he said.

“About a minute.”

“Then I’ll hold the door for a minute,” Dale said, and went and stood in it with my lance, sixty years old, in his Corps jacket, looking down the gallery into the dark.



I didn’t have a minute.

The thing hit the lower gates again. The dam shook. And from the lower gates, through the concrete, through my boots, a new sound, deeper than the shriek of the leaf on its pintle. A long, slow, tearing groan, like a building settling.

I knew that sound too. I’d heard it at the interstate bridge, with my hand on the come-along and the approach slab’s crack singing.

Something was bending that wasn’t supposed to bend.

I couldn’t hold anything. I couldn’t pick anything up. I couldn’t feel my own fingers. But I could still feel the dam. My palms were dead, but my forearms weren’t, and my elbows weren’t, and I leaned my forearm flat against the alcove wall, the bare skin above my wrist where the burn scars were, and listened.



The dam came up into my arm.

All of it.

I’d been listening to Lock Nine for twenty-one days. I’d learned its notes one at a time. The powerhouse Core. The six gates. The roller. The lock wall and the miter gates and the pintles. Every one a separate thing, a separate sound, that I had to stop and put my hand on and find.

Now it all came at once. Through my forearm against the gallery wall. The whole dam, and the lock, and the river, every piece of it, at the same time, like hearing every instrument in a band at once and still being able to pick out each one. The six gates and their six notes. Marge’s chord coming down the cable and the pier. The Westinghouse, warm, idling on its frame. The roller under two. The pool above, pushing. The tailwater below.

And in the tailwater, the thing.

I could hear its shape. For the first time, more than the turning: the whole shape of it. How long it was. Where it was. The slow turning of its body in the water below gate three, and the weight of it, and the way it gathered itself. Backing off from the gates, down the tailwater, past the end of the river wall, into the open water below the spillway. Turning. Gathering.

And the gates. The lower gates of the main chamber. The left leaf.

Bending.

[Fault Sense: Rank 3.]

I took my arm off the wall.

The sand was running out of the gloves. It came back into my thumbs first this time, a hot stupid prickle, and then the rest of them, one finger at a time, like a crew coming back on shift.

Dale was in the doorway with my lance, looking at me.

“The left leaf,” I said.

“I know,” Dale said. “I can feel it from here. And I’m not you.”

I picked up the radio. My fingers were still half dead. I got it to my mouth anyway.

“Kirsten,” I said.

Her voice came back at once. Up on the dam road, inside the dome. Somebody must have handed her Marge’s handset.

“I’m here.”

“The left leaf on the lower gates is bending,” I said. “It’s going.”

There was a silence on the radio. Two seconds. Three.

“I know,” Kirsten said. “I can see it from here.”


Chapter 22: The Roller

It didn’t go at 9:40.

It should have. I’d heard the left leaf groan through the gallery wall and I’d have bet my bus it had ten minutes in it, and Kirsten had seen it bending from the dam road and said so on the radio, and Dale had gone grey. And then the thing in the tailwater stopped hitting it.

It just stopped. Backed off. Down the tailwater, past the end of the river wall, past the spillway, and kept going. Downriver. Into the deep channel below the lock, a quarter mile, half a mile, until the turning of it was so faint in the dam’s steel I had to press my forearm flat to the alcove wall to find it.

And lay there. In the dark. Turning.

“What’s it doing?” Dale said.

“Resting,” I said.

“Fish don’t rest.”

“This one does.”



It came back at 10:52.

Three hits. Hard. The dam shook, and the leaf shrieked, and I heard it bend another inch. Then it backed off again. Downriver. Gone.

It came back at 12:30. Four hits. Then gone.

At 1:15. Two hits, and something new: it dragged itself along the lower gates’ face, slow, the whole length of the leaves, and I felt every plate of it scrape across the steel. Like a man running his hand along a wall in the dark, feeling for the door.

Then gone.

It wasn’t hitting the gates to break them yet. For most of that night it was learning them.



I spent the night in gate three’s alcove with my forearm on the wall.

Dale spent it in the doorway with my lance, and then, when the feeling came back into my hands and I took the lance back, on an overturned bucket by the control panel with his hand never far from the three green buttons. His thermos stayed jammed in the brake release lever all night, holding the shoes off the drum. He didn’t ask for it back.

Twice, around two, he said, “We could open her now.”

“It’s not in the right water.”

“It’s in the tailwater.”

“It’s in the tailwater a half mile down,” I said. “Gate three’s roller reaches maybe a hundred feet below the gate. Maybe a hundred and fifty. If we open her now, we’ve got a roller full of nothing, and it’ll feel the water change, and it’ll know.” I kept my arm on the wall. “We wait until it’s under the gate.”

“And if it never comes under the gate?”

“It will,” I said. I didn’t know that. I said it anyway.



Up on the dam road, inside the dome, the night went on.

I heard it in pieces. On the radio, when Kirsten checked in, which she did every half hour on the hour as if it were the wall. Through the pier shaft, when the wind was right. Through the cable, almost, the generator head under Marge’s floor turning at a steady eighteen hundred, Noreen’s hand on the throttle the whole night through.

The piles came at Gretchen’s curved walls at both ends of the dome. And the walls took them. The husks came along the dam road and hit the curves and the load went out along them to the guardrails and down into the dam and nothing broke. Gretchen walked between the two ends all night with her sledge, and when a weld complained she put her hands on it.

The gars came up over the upstream rail out of the pool. They hit the dome and hissed and slid back. The barrier took them.

A mudback came along the dam road from the far bank at three, and hit Gretchen’s far wall, and the wall bowed and held, and Shay put nine shotgun shells into its eyestalks from Marge’s roof until it backed off into the spillway.

And the women slept.

Kirsten did that. Around one. She’d told them not to, at nine, when the dome went up and they’d felt the field. By one she’d changed her mind out loud. I heard it on the radio, her voice coming down the pier shaft, telling Linda.

“Half of them sleep,” Kirsten said. “Two hours. In the bus, on the road, wherever. Then they swap. We can’t hold this all night on nothing. And we don’t have to.”

“In the field,” Linda said.

“In the field. As guests. Rest Stop. You’ll go under fast and you’ll come up fast. He told me that.” A pause. “Two hours, Linda.”

So they slept. In shifts. Twenty at a time, in Marge’s bunks and on her seats and on the floor of the aisle and on the wet concrete of the dam road in the gold, with their boots on and their lances beside them. And came up after two hours with their faces clear, and took their places at the walls, and the other twenty lay down.

I listened to it happen through the cable and the pier and the concrete. Twenty women going under all at once in the field on the dam road, deep and quick. And coming back up.

Down in the alcove, my hand on the wall, I could feel the field from there. Faintly. Like the warmth of a stove through a floor.

Up on the inner wall, the town was watching.

I didn’t see it. I was in the gallery. But Shay saw it from the roof, and called it down the pier shaft to me at two, when there was nothing else to call.

“They’re on the walk,” she said. “On the inner wall. All along it. I can see them in the light from the Core’s barrier. People. Families. A lot of them. Standing on the walk looking out here.” A pause. “They can see the dome, Lew. It’s the only light on the river.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know. A lot. Hundreds.” Another pause. “Krall’s up there. On the gate walk. He hasn’t moved since we left.”



At 4:20 the rhythm changed.

I was half asleep with my forearm on the wall. I’ll admit that. I’d stopped counting the hours awake somewhere after midnight, and the field coming down through the floor, and I’d let my eyes close. And the slow beat in the wall changed under my arm and I was awake.

It was coming back. Up the tailwater. Fast.

Faster than the slow turning of the other times, and harder. A rising drone in the dam’s steel like a towboat coming up the river at full throttle with a full tow.

“Dale,” I said.

He was already on his feet.

It hit the gates.

Once. The dam shook.

Twice. The leaf shrieked.

Then it did something it hadn’t done all night. It backed off, only two hundred yards this time, out of the lower approach, past the end of the river wall, into the open water below the spillway. And stopped there. Turning. Gathering.

Below gate three.

Right under the window. Under me. In the tailwater forty feet below the alcove, between gate three’s sill and the baffle blocks, near two hundred feet of something lying in the dark water, turning, coiling.

Then it went.

Back up toward the lower gates. Two hundred yards of run. And the third hit was nothing like the first two. The third hit was a freight train. The whole dam went. I came off my feet. Dale went down on one knee by the control panel. The Westinghouse rocked on its frame.

And from the lower gates, the sound of a ninety-year-old steel door being folded in half.

The left leaf buckled.

I heard it go. Not bend. Buckle. The long tearing shriek of steel folding, the leaf giving way at the miter where it met the right leaf, the top of it folding in toward the chamber like a sheet of cardboard with a fist through it. And water. A roar of water. The tailwater coming through the gap at the miter into the chamber.

The thing came with it.

Its head was in the gap between the leaves, jammed there, the rest of it in the lower approach behind. Wedged in the gap, thrashing, trying to force the rest of itself through.

It backed out. The gap stayed.

“Kirsten,” I said into the radio.

“I see it,” Kirsten said.

I got my face to the window.

If I put my cheek against Gretchen’s blue bars and looked left, along the downstream face of the dam toward the lock, I could see the lower end of the lock. Not well. A couple hundred yards off, at an angle. The river wall. The end of the main chamber. The lower gates.

Lit.

Kayleigh’s fires were going at the gates. Orange. On the lock wall, on the gate walkway, I could see them, two of them, three, flare-pots thrown down onto the concrete beside the lower gates, burning. And in their light I could see the gates. The right leaf, standing. The left leaf, folded in at the top, a black gap at the miter where the two leaves should have met. Water pouring through it into the chamber, white in the orange light.

On the lock wall above the gates, running, three people.

A braid. Kirsten. A short broad shape that was Dee. A tall thin one with a bag. Kayleigh.

They’d come off the dam road. Out through the gap at the end of Gretchen’s lock-end wall that Gretchen had left for exactly this, and back over the service bridge and down the lock wall through the husks and the water, and Kirsten’s shield was up in front of them as they ran, I could see it, a moving pane of gold going along the lock wall like a snowplow.

They reached the ladder at the lower gates.

Kirsten went down it.

The ladder went down off the coping onto the walkway on top of the gates. A few rungs. Kirsten went down it with her shotgun on her back and stepped off onto the right leaf’s walkway, the one still standing, and walked out along it toward the miter.

Dee came down behind her. Then Kayleigh with her bag.

Kirsten stopped at the miter.

She was standing at the end of the right leaf’s walkway, where it should have met the left one. Where the left one had folded away below her, a black gap with the tailwater roaring through it. Sixty feet above the floor of the lower approach. Forty feet above the water.

She put her arm out.

The shield came off her palm.

I watched it from the alcove window, two hundred yards off. Gold. It went out from her hand across the mouth of the lower approach, downstream of the gates, out in front of the walkway and down to the water. A wall of gold standing on the water at the foot of the gates from the river wall almost to the land wall, so bright in the dark it threw the shadow of the gates back into the chamber.

Sixty-three feet. Across the middle. Across the miter. Across the gap where the leaf had buckled.

Gretchen had paced it six days ago. The ends were at the walls. The walls could take care of themselves.

Leave the walls to the walls.

The water coming through the gap at the miter slowed. Stopped. The shield was in front of the gap and the tailwater was on the other side of the shield, and the shield was holding the river back.

From the alcove window, two hundred yards off, I watched Kirsten Halsey hold the Ohio River shut with one hand.

“Lew,” Dale said behind me.

“I see it.”

“No. Lew. Look.”

I looked where he was pointing, away from the gates and straight down below the alcove window. Below gate three. At the tailwater.

At the thing in it.

Kayleigh had thrown a pot. Off the end of the river wall, out into the tailwater below the spillway, to light it. It was floating there on the black water, burning orange, and in its light I saw the lock-breaker.

The whole of it.

It was a gar. Whatever else it was, it was that. Built like the one under my bus at the rail bridge, and the one in the auxiliary’s lower approach the afternoon Kirsten held the lock wall against it. Long and narrow and armored, with a head like an alligator’s and a jaw that ran half the length of the head.

But it was the length of a barge.

A hundred and ninety-five feet. I knew it the way you know a barge, because a barge is a hundred and ninety-five feet and I’d seen a thousand of them go through locks on the Ohio in my life and I’d have known one in the dark. It lay in the tailwater below gate three with its tail curled back toward the baffle blocks and its head toward the lock, and it was as long as a barge, and wider, and taller out of the water. Its back stood up out of the river four feet. Armor. Plates, each one the size of a manhole cover, olive and black and shining wet in the orange light, overlapping down its back and sides like the shingles on a roof, enamel-hard. The scale I’d pried out of the Joe Sedlak’s hull had come off one of those. I could see the plates were all the same.

Its head came up out of the water.

The jaw. Like a dredge bucket. A clamshell dredge bucket, the kind they use to dig the channel, twenty feet long, opening. Full of teeth, thousands of them, needles, close-set and curving backward, in rows, in the orange light.

And its eyes.

Two of them, on the sides of its head, the size of truck headlights. And they shone. Gold, with a light that came from inside them and owed nothing to the flare. Like headlamps, out of the dark of the river, sweeping across the tailwater and up the face of the dam.

Across the alcove window.

They swept over me. Across the window, across my face, and kept going.

I put my forearm on the wall and listened to it.

Rank 3 let me hear its shape, the way I’d heard it at 9:40. Its weight in the water. The turning of its body. The muscle along its length gathering. And something else, now that I had it in front of me.

A rattle.

In its armor. On the left side, behind the head. Where the big plate over the gills hinged to the skull. Every time it moved its head, something there rattled. A loose note. A cracked note. Like a bell with a split in it. Like a cast bracket with a hairline in it, ticking.

“Dale,” I said. “Give me your light.”

He gave me the flashlight. I put it through the bars and pointed it down at the thing’s head below gate three, at the left side, behind the eye.

There was a seam there.

A split. In the gill plate, where it met the skull. Old, the edges of it healed rough and ridged, the enamel grown back crooked over the crack, the way a bone heals wrong when nobody sets it. And beside the split, running across the gill plate, three long parallel gashes in the armor. Deep. Curved. A foot apart. Healed over the same way.

“What did that?” I said.

Dale looked at it.

“A wheel,” he said. “A towboat’s wheel. The propeller. That’s three blades. It came up under a towboat sometime and got its head in the wheel and the wheel cut it.” He was quiet. “And it split the plate.”

“It’s still split.”

“It’s still split,” Dale said. “Healed wrong.”



It went for the gates.

It came out of the water below gate three in a long rolling surge, its back coming up out of the river, all hundred and ninety-five feet of it moving, and went at the lower gates. At Kirsten’s shield. Two hundred yards of run.

I counted.

It hit the shield.

The dam shook. Through the alcove window I saw the gold flare where the thing’s head hit it, a blaze of light in the dark across the mouth of the lower approach, and the shield bowed. Inward. Toward the gates. Toward Kirsten. A foot. Two.

And held.

On the walkway, Kirsten went back a step. Her boot sliding on the wet steel. Her arm stayed out.

The shield straightened.

“One,” I said.

It backed off a boat length. And hit again.

The shield bowed. Held.

“Two,” I said.

And it backed off.

Down the tailwater. Out of the lower approach. Past the end of the river wall. Into the open water below the spillway. Two hundred yards. Toward me.

Below gate three.

Its weight came into the water under the alcove, under me, and stopped. Turned. Gathered. Coiling, the way a snake coils, the way a spring takes up tension.

Getting room for the third.

“That’s it,” I said.

Dale had his hand on the RAISE button.

“That’s it, Dale. That’s the pattern. Two hits and it backs off under three for the big one. That’s what it did at four-twenty. That’s what it’s doing now.”

“Now?”

“Not yet.”

“Lew, it’s right there.”

“I know it’s right there. I want to see it do it twice. If we throw the gate and I’m wrong, it’s gone and it knows. I want to see it twice. I want to be sure.”

Dale looked at me. His hand on the button. His face grey.

He took his hand off the button.



It went.

The third run. Out from below gate three, back toward the gates, two hundred yards, accelerating. It went out from under me, and the drone of it in the steel rose and rose like a towboat at full throttle.

It hit the shield.

The first two had been rams. This was the whole hundred and ninety-five feet of it at speed, the head going into the gold like a battering ram, and the shield bowed in. Three feet. Four. The light went white where the head hit it. And Kirsten went back. Off her feet. Sliding on the walkway, her boots going out from under her, down on one knee.

Her arm stayed up.

The shield held.

I heard her over the radio, a sound with no words in it. A grunt, like a catcher taking a fastball in the chest.

“Three,” I said.



On the walkway, husks were coming up the gates.

They’d come up the tailwater behind the lock-breaker the way they’d come all night, in its wake. And when it backed off, they came up the downstream face of the gates, climbing the steel. Out of the water. Up the face of the left leaf, the buckled one, where the steel was bent and gave them handholds. Onto the walkway.

Behind the shield.

The shield was in front of the gates. Out on the water. The husks were climbing the gates under it, along the walls where the shield didn’t reach, at the ends. Coming up the face of the buckled leaf at the land wall end, and onto the walkway, and along it toward Kirsten on her knee.

Dee met them.

From two hundred yards off she was a short square shape in the flare-light. Dee Ramsdell, five foot four, with her blonde-tipped mohawk and her taped fists and her shoulder eleven days back in its socket. She went along the walkway past Kirsten toward the land wall end, and the first husk came over the railing onto the walkway in front of her, and she hit it.

A [Brawler] punch. I’d seen her do it on the wall. It went off the walkway like it had been hit by a truck.

The second one, she hit. The third.

The fourth came over the railing behind her.

“Dee!” Kirsten said, on the radio.

It got Dee from behind. Its hands on her shoulders, her bad shoulder, and it pulled, and she went over backward on the walkway, and her head hit the steel grating, and she didn’t get up.

The husk went down on her.

Kayleigh threw a pot at it. Point blank. Orange fire burst on the walkway, on the husk, and it reared back off Dee screaming, blind, and went over the railing.

But there were more coming. Up the face of the buckled leaf. Onto the walkway. Toward Dee, lying on the grating, not moving.

And Kirsten put up a second shield.

I didn’t know she could do that.

She didn’t either, by the look of her. She was on one knee at the miter with her right arm out holding the main shield across the lower approach, and she turned her head and saw Dee, and her left arm came up.

A second pane came off her left palm.

Small. Ten feet. Gold. It went down the walkway and stood over Dee where she lay on the grating, a roof of light, between Dee and the husks coming over the railing. They hit it. Bounced.

And the main shield thinned.

I saw it. From the alcove window. The big pane of gold across the lower approach went pale. Like a bulb on a dimmer. Still there, but pale, thin, the honey-gold going toward lemon, toward white, the ribs in it going faint.

Half of her was holding Dee now. Half of her was holding the river.



It hit the shield.

The fourth. It had backed off a boat length after the third and come again and I hadn’t even counted, I’d been watching Dee. It hit the thinned shield and the shield bowed in five feet, six, the white light at the impact so bright I had to look away.

Kirsten screamed.

I knew her fear, and this was something else. The sound a woman makes holding a car off her friend.

The shield held.

“Four,” I said.

My voice wasn’t steady. I didn’t care.

“Lew,” Dale said.

“Not yet.”

“Lew, she can’t.”

“I know she can’t.” I could feel it. I could feel it in the water, a boat length off the gates, gathering. “It’s going to hit once more. Then it backs off. Then it’s under three. It’ll do it. It did it at four-twenty and it did it ten minutes ago. Two short and back off for the long one. It’s done one short.”

“She can’t take one more.”

“She can take one more,” I said. I picked up the radio. “Kirsten.”

She didn’t answer. I could hear her breathing on the open channel. Short and hard. Fast.

“Kirsten,” I said. “One more. It’s going to hit once more and then it’s going to back off under three. When it backs off under three, we open the gate. The roller takes it. And then it’s going to try to get out of the roller. And the only calm water out of the roller is the mouth of the lower approach. Where you are.”

Breathing.

“You have to hold the mouth,” I said. “When it comes for it. You have to hold it in the boil.”

“Copy,” Kirsten said.

One word. Through her teeth.

It hit.

The fifth. A short one. A boat length. It came into the pale shield and the shield bowed and flickered. Flickered. For one half second, the gold went out across the middle, and the thing’s jaw came through the place it had been, and I heard Kayleigh scream on the walkway.

Then the gold came back.

Kirsten on her knee on the walkway with both arms out, one at the river and one at Dee. And her head down between them.

The shield came back. And held.

“Five,” I said.



It backed off.

Out of the lower approach. Down the tailwater. Past the end of the river wall. Two hundred yards. Toward me.

Under gate three.

It came into the water under the alcove. Under the window. Under me, forty feet down. It stopped. It turned. Its whole length, coiling. The screw-beat of it filling the dam’s steel under my forearm until the concrete shook with it.

Gathering for the long one.

“Now,” I said. “Dale. Now.”

Dale pushed RAISE.

The contactor slammed. The blue spark.

The Westinghouse growled. And turned. Dale’s thermos wedged in the brake lever, the shoes off the drum, singing. The armature coming around in the housing, the brushes I’d filed by hand sparking on the commutator I’d cleaned by hand, sixty-four bars, and the gearbox engaging with a grind, and the drum turning.

The chains came up through the floor.

Up on the dam road, forty-five feet above, Marge’s engine took it. I heard it through the pier shaft. The load hitting the generator, the generator hitting the engine, the engine bogging. The note dropping. Sagging. Going down and down.

“Noreen,” I said into the radio.

“I’ve got it.” Noreen’s voice didn’t move. “I’ve got it, Lew. I’ve got her.”

The note came back. Up. Up. To eighteen hundred, and held. She’d pushed the throttle past the lock with her hand and was holding it there with the engine screaming, holding the note, and I could hear Marge’s engine through forty-five feet of shaft and a quarter inch of steel, every cylinder, every injector, running at the top of what she had.

Holding.

Gate three came up.

A foot every eight seconds. Dale had said it the day he showed me the gallery. I counted. One foot. Two. Three. And under the gate, out of the gap along its sill the whole hundred-some feet of the bay, the river came.

This time it was three feet of it, four, five, a different animal from the six-inch sheet of the test, coming out under the gate, the whole weight of the pool behind the dam, twenty-two feet of head, pushing. A jet of black water as thick as a man was tall, shooting out along the floor of the stilling basin. Hitting the baffle blocks. Exploding up white. And the roar of it came up through the alcove floor and shook the window bars.

And the roller came.

I watched it form.

On the surface below gate three, between the gate and the blocks. The water on top of the jet, running back. Upstream. Toward the dam. Diving under the jet. A long low standing wave, and then not low. Rising. Six feet, eight feet. A wall of white water standing in the stilling basin below gate three and turning over and over on itself like a wheel, forever, round and round.

A drowning machine.

With a hundred and ninety-five feet of something lying coiled in the middle of it.



It felt the water change.

I felt it feel it. Under my forearm, the beat in the dam’s steel jumped. The coiled length of it in the tailwater below gate three went tight, all at once, the way a fish goes tight when the hook sets. It was gathering for the long run toward the gates.

It never made it.

The roller took it.

The water running back upstream on the surface of the roller caught its tail. Its back. The long armored length of it lying in the tailwater, and the backward current took it and dragged it. Toward the dam. Toward the gate. Toward the jet.

It fought.

I saw it fight. In the orange light of Kayleigh’s last floating pot, the back of it came up out of the white water, the plates shining, and the whole hundred and ninety-five feet of it bent like a whip, and its tail came up out of the water and slammed down. And the roller didn’t care. The roller dragged it in. Under the jet. The black water of the jet came down on its back from the gate and drove it down. Down into the basin. And the roller took it at the bottom and dragged it along the floor and up and back toward the dam and down under the jet again.

Round and round.

The dam shook with the thing in the basin below gate three, hitting the floor, hitting the blocks, hitting the face of the dam below the gate. Every time it went round.

Dale reached for his thermos to pour himself a cup, and remembered where his thermos was, and put his hand back on the panel.

“Full open,” I said. “Dale. Keep going. Full open.”

The chains were still coming up through the floor. Twelve feet. Fourteen. The jet getting thicker, the roller getting bigger, the white water in the stilling basin standing up fifteen feet now, twenty. Gate three coming up on Marge’s engine.

At twenty feet the chains stopped.

Full open.

The roller was a hill of white water. And the lock-breaker was in it.



It came up.

Out of the roller. Its head. Out of the white water below the gate, the gold eyes shining, the jaw open. And it went sideways, between the jet upstream and the blocks downstream. Toward the lock.

Toward the calm water.

There was only one place out of the roller where the water was still. Where the river wasn’t being dragged back under the jet. The mouth of the lower approach. Between the river wall and the land wall, below the gates, where Kirsten’s shield stood on the water.

It knew. Of course it knew. It had been learning the river all night.

It went for the mouth.

“Kirsten,” I said into the radio. “It’s coming. Now. It’s coming for you.”

She didn’t answer.

But I saw her. From the alcove window, a couple hundred yards off, in the orange light. On her knee at the miter on the right leaf’s walkway. With her left arm out over Dee and her right arm out over the river.

She looked down the walkway at Dee.

Kayleigh was standing over Dee now. Tall thin Kayleigh with her mousy ponytail and her burned hands in the gloves I’d made her, standing on the walkway over Dee’s body with a flare-pot in each hand, lit. Holding them out. Orange fire in both hands. The husks coming over the railing hit the light and stopped and screamed.

“Go,” Kayleigh said. I heard it on the radio. “Captain. Go. I’ve got her.”

Kirsten let the second shield go.

And brought her left arm around.

Both arms. Out. At the river. Both palms open.

The shield came back.

All of it. Every bit of her. The pale thin lemon-white pane across the mouth of the lower approach went gold, and kept going, past honey, past the gold I’d seen on the wall for nine nights, into a deep burning gold, almost orange, almost red, so bright the whole lower end of the lock lit up with it like noon. The ribs in it stood out like steel. And it got thicker. I could see it get thicker, the light going deep, a foot thick, two, a wall of light standing on the water.

Uncapped. At B. Two levels she’d banked in forty-five nights on a wet cot and taken in one night in my bus. All of it, in her hands.

The lock-breaker came out of the roller and hit it.

It hit it with its head. In the boil. In the white water at the edge of the roller where it met the mouth of the approach. Its jaw open. Its gold eyes.

The shield didn’t bow.

It didn’t move. The thing hit it and stopped, all hundred and ninety-five feet of it, like a truck hitting a bridge pier. Its head slammed into the gold and stopped dead and the rest of it kept coming and folded up behind its head in the water. And the roller had it.

The backward current took its tail. Dragged it. Back toward the jet.

It fought. It thrashed its head against the shield. It got its jaw against the gold and pushed, and pushed, and the shield didn’t move.

On the walkway Kirsten was standing up.

Off her knee. On her feet. With both arms out and her boots planted and her head up. Standing. Holding it.

In the boil.



The roller dragged it back.

Under the jet. Down. Along the basin floor. Up. And it came out of the roller again, and went for the mouth again, and hit the shield again. And the shield held again. And the roller took it again.

Round and round.

But it wasn’t dying.

I could hear it. Through the wall. Every time it went round, every time it hit the floor and the blocks and the shield, I could hear it. Its armor. Ringing. Every plate of it taking the hits and ringing and not breaking. Manhole covers of enamel. Shingles on a roof. It was built to take this. It had been built to take towboats.

It was getting tired. I could hear that too. Its screw-beat slowing. The turning of it in the water getting heavier. But it wasn’t dying. And Kirsten couldn’t hold the mouth forever.

Marge’s engine couldn’t run at the top of her range forever, either.

I had my forearm on the wall.

The rattle.

On the left side. Behind the head. The split in the gill plate, healed wrong. Every time it went round, I could hear it. A cracked note in a ringing bell. A tick in a cast bracket.

The jet was landing on its back. On its plates. The jet came down out of gate three at full open, a wall of black water better than a hundred feet wide and twenty feet thick, and it was landing on the thing’s back, square, every time it went round, and the plates on its back took it.

It needed to land behind the head. On the left side. On the split.



“Dale,” I said. “Bring her down.”

“Down?”

“Down a foot. One foot.”

“Lew, it’s working. The roller’s got it.”

“The roller’s got it, and it’s not dying, and Kirsten can’t hold the mouth forever.” I put my hand on the hoist housing. “The jet’s too wide. It’s landing on its back. I need it narrower. Faster. Thinner and harder. Landing farther out. One foot.”

Dale’s hand stayed where it was another second.

Then he pushed LOWER, and held it, and counted under his breath, and pushed STOP.

The chains went down through the floor. Eight seconds. One foot.

I listened.

The jet narrowed. Under the gate, the opening a foot less, the water coming out under it faster to make up for it, a harder jet, a thinner one. And it landed farther out in the basin, a few feet. I heard it land. Through the alcove floor, through my hand on the hoist housing, the jet hitting the thing in the basin.

Still on its back. Farther forward. Toward its head. On the plates behind its skull.

The rattle got louder.

“Another foot,” I said.

Dale pushed LOWER. Eight seconds. STOP.

The jet narrowed. Sped up. Landed farther out.

The thing came up out of the roller. Went for the mouth. Hit Kirsten’s shield. Fell back. The roller took it. Dragged it under.

The jet hit it.

On the neck. On the left side. Just behind the head.

The rattle screamed.

I heard it scream. Through the hoist housing, through my palm, through the dam. The split in the gill plate taking the full force of a twenty-two-foot head of the Ohio River coming down through an eighteen-foot gap and hitting it square on the crack.

“Hold it there,” I said. “Dale. Hold it right there.”

He held it there.



It went round.

The jet hit it on the split.

It went round.

The jet hit it on the split.

The cracked note went higher. Higher. The way the alternator bracket had gone under the rail bridge, the tick going sharp and high, and then not a tick. A scream.

It came up out of the roller toward the mouth one more time. I saw it in the orange light from the window, its head coming up out of the white water, the gold eyes, the jaw. And on the left side of its head, behind the eye, the gill plate. Lifting. Peeling up at the split, like a shingle in a wind. Like a hood coming up off a bus at speed.

It hit the shield.

The roller took it.

The jet came down on it.

And the gill plate tore away.

I heard it go. The whole dam heard it. A crack like a rifle shot the size of a building, and the plate came off. The big plate over the gills, the size of a car hood, enamel and bone, ripped off the side of its head at the split and gone, spinning, into the white water.

Under it, the soft grey meat of the gills, open to the river.

The jet hit it there.

Round and round.



It didn’t come up again.

The roller had it, and kept it. Dragged it along the basin floor into the baffle blocks and up and back under the jet and down onto the floor and into the blocks again. And every time it went round, the jet hit it in the open gills, and every time it hit the blocks, I felt it in the dam.

It fought for a while.

Then it didn’t.

Then it was just a thing in the water. Going round. A hundred and ninety-five feet of armor and teeth, tumbling in the white water below gate three like a log in a millrace, hitting the blocks, hitting the floor.

The screw-beat in the dam’s steel slowed.

Slowed.

Stopped.

[Lock-breaker: slain.]

“Dale,” I said. My voice wasn’t anything I recognized. “You can bring her down.”

He brought her down.

Slowly. A foot at a time. The chains going back down through the slots in the floor. The jet thinning. The roller shrinking. Twenty feet, fifteen, ten. The white hill of water in the stilling basin sinking back down into a churn.

And in it, the lock-breaker.

It came to rest against the baffle blocks at the far end of the basin. Wedged there. Its head against the blocks, its long armored body curved back along the basin floor toward the gate, half out of the water, the plates on its back shining in the last of Kayleigh’s light. Still. The gold gone out of its eyes.

Dale took his hand off the button.

Up on the dam road, through the pier shaft, I heard Marge’s engine come down from the top of its range. Down. Down. To idle. The PTO disengaging with a clack. The generator head spinning down under her floor.

Noreen’s voice on the radio.

“Lew?”

“It’s dead,” I said. “Noreen. It’s dead. You can let her down.”

There was a long silence on the radio.

“Okay,” Noreen said. Her voice was very small. “Okay. My hand’s asleep.”



The river came back.

The silence that had been lying on the tailwater since 7:40, the long flat glassy dead spot in the river that I’d felt through the lock wall and the control house and the dam, broke. All at once. The river’s own sound came back. The roar of it, the rush of it along the guard walls, the hiss of it on the riprap. The way a room comes back when somebody turns off a machine that’s been running so long you’d stopped hearing it.

The Tide went with it.

I felt them go. Through the dam. Through the wall. On the lock wall, on the dam road, on Lock Street a quarter mile off, on the outer wall a mile off where three and four and five had held all night. The husks. Turning away, all of them at once, the way they turned at dawn, and going back down into the river.

It wasn’t dawn.

I looked at my watch. 5:22.

Dawn was an hour off.

[Mechanic: Level 8.]

I read it standing in gate three’s alcove with my hand on a seventy-year-old Westinghouse that was too hot to touch, and Dale’s thermos jammed in the brake beside it.

I didn’t read it again.

Then I picked my lance up off the floor and went to the pier door, and up the ladder.



It was forty-five feet. I was at the top before I knew I’d climbed it.

I remember the top. Coming up out of the pier door onto the dam road into the gold light of the dome, and the cold air, and the sound. Under the roar of the spillway, the other sound. Women’s voices. Forty of them. On the dam road, inside the dome, standing at Gretchen’s walls looking out at the lock and the basin and the river going quiet. Some of them shouting. Some of them crying. Some of them not making any sound at all.

Linda with her fire axe hanging from one hand. Bev Pawlak sitting on the wet concrete with her face in her hands. The Duda sisters holding on to each other.

Gretchen at the lock-end wall with her sledge, looking at the basin. Not moving.

Shay on Marge’s roof, standing up beside the bent stovepipe, both arms over her head, screaming something at the sky with no words in it.

Beyond the dome, beyond the lock and Lock Street and the inner gate, on Gretchen’s inner wall, I saw them. On the walk. All along the top of the wall, black shapes against the white shimmer of the Core’s barrier. Hundreds of them. The town. Lock Nine. Standing on the inner wall in the dark looking out at the dam.

They’d seen it.

All of it. The dome on the dam road. The gold wall across the mouth of the lock. The white water standing up below gate three. The thing in it going round.

They’d watched.



Kirsten came up the lock wall ladder from the lower gates at 5:40.

With Dee on her shoulder.

I saw her come. Up the ladder from the gate walkway onto the lock wall, one rung at a time, with Dee Ramsdell over her right shoulder in a fireman’s carry, Dee’s arms hanging down her back, and Kayleigh coming up the ladder behind them with her hands on Dee’s boots.

Kirsten stood up on the lock wall with Dee on her shoulder.

And walked. Along the lock wall, two hundred yards, through the water still running off the concrete, toward the dam road. Toward the dome. Kayleigh beside her. The last of the husks on the lock wall sliding back into the river around them as they went, and not one of them turning toward her.

She came in through the gap in Gretchen’s lock-end wall into the dome.

Linda and the Duda sisters got Dee off her shoulder and laid her on the dam road in the gold. Dee’s eyes were open. She was looking up at the dome.

“Did I win?” Dee said. “Did anybody bet? I want to know if I won.”

“You won,” Kayleigh said, crying. “You won everything, Dee.”

Kirsten stood there.

She was wet to the waist. Every time it hit the shield the river had come up the face of the gates in a sheet and broken over the walkway, and she’d stood in it the whole time, and her cargo pants were soaked black from her boots to her hips. Her jacket was gone, somewhere on the lock wall. She was in her tank top, grey, torn at one shoulder, soaked through. Her braid was half out. Her hands were at her sides.

They were shaking.

Both of them. Hard. It was a different shake from the one her right hand had carried for forty-five nights on the wall: the shake of a woman who has just put everything she has into her hands for an hour and doesn’t know what to do with them now that it’s over.

She looked at me.

I walked across the dam road to her.



She didn’t say anything.

She reached up with both her shaking hands and took my face. One on each side. Her palms on my cheeks, cold and wet from the river, shaking. Holding my face. She looked at me with her grey-blue eyes, with the dark ring around them, in the gold light of the dome, from six inches away.

Her mouth opened.

“Lew,” she said.


Chapter 23: Krall’s Gate

The inner gate opened at 6:31.

I heard it from the bottom of Lock Street. The long grinding squeal of the steel leaves rolling back on their track, the same sound it made every dawn, and the clank of the bar coming up and the chain running out through the links. Grogan’s crew, doing what they’d done sixty-two mornings in a row.

Behind me on Lock Street, seventy women stopped walking.



We’d come up from the dam road at six, when the sky over the far ridge went grey. Some of us stayed. Dee was asleep in Marge’s back bunk with Kayleigh sitting beside her, watching her breathe, because Dee had hit her head on the gate walkway’s steel grating and Kayleigh wasn’t letting her out of her sight for a day. Shay was on the roof, flat on her back beside the bent stovepipe, asleep for the first time I’d ever seen her asleep outside. Noreen was in the driver’s seat with her hand still curled the way it had held the throttle all night, and her eyes closed.

The rest of us walked.

Me. Kirsten. Gretchen with her sledge. Dale with his thermos, which I’d pried out of gate three’s brake release lever at a quarter to six with the pry bar, dented on one side where the lever had bitten it. He’d looked at the dent a long time and then filled it off Marge’s coffee pot without saying anything.

And the wall women. The forty from the dome. And as we came up off the lock wall onto Lock Street, the rest of them, coming down off the outer wall. Three and four and five and the north end, the sections that had held all night. Thirty women, filthy, limping, coming down the flats in the grey light toward Lock Street, and falling in behind us without anybody saying anything.

Seventy. All of them.

Up on the inner wall’s walk, on both sides of the gate, all along the top of Gretchen’s steel, the town.

They’d been there all night. Shay had said so. Hundreds of them, standing on the walk in the light from the Core’s barrier, watching the dam. Families. Krall’s road crew. Clem Tuttle’s paying families in their good coats, the ones who’d paid for the inner blocks and the powerhouse rooms with diesel and shells and canned food and whatever else they’d carried in the first week.

They were still there. In the grey dawn. Lined along the walk, looking down at Lock Street.

At us.

Nobody said a word, up on the wall or down on the street. Seventy wall women walking up Lock Street toward the gate in silence, and four or five hundred people on the wall above them watching them come in silence, and the only sound the river behind us, loud again, and the boots on the asphalt.

Then the gate opened.

Darrell Krall came out through it.

He was the same. That was the thing about him I never stopped noticing. He walked out of the gate onto Lock Street at 6:32 on Day 63 with the same crease in his jeans he’d had the night he shook my hand in the bay. His crew cut was combed. He’d shaved. He’d stood on the walk all night and gone inside at some point and shaved.

Clem Tuttle came out behind him in his navy parka. Two of Krall’s road crew behind Tuttle with shotguns. Wayne Sobczak and Terry Hrabik.

Grogan’s crew followed. Six of them, in their orange vests, coming out of the gate and spreading out across Lock Street in front of it the way they did every morning, to count the wall crews coming in.

Grogan in front. His shotgun on its sling. His toothpick.

Tyler Gorski at the end of the line.



Krall stopped in the middle of Lock Street, ten feet outside the gate, and looked at us.

At seventy women standing in the street. At Kirsten at the front of them, wet to the hips, in a torn tank top, with her braid half out and blood dried on her cheek. At Gretchen with her sledge. At Dale with his dented thermos.

At me.

Then he looked past us. Down Lock Street, past the lock wall, out to the dam. To the dam road, where Marge sat chained to Gretchen’s loop above gate three with the faint gold of the dome still standing over her in the dawn, sixty yards across, the only light on the river.

Below her, in the stilling basin, the thing against the baffle blocks.

You could see it from the gate. Even in the grey. A long dark curve of armor lying in the white water below gate three, half out of the river, still.

Krall looked at it.

Then he turned to Grogan.

“Rudy,” he said.

Pleasant. Reasonable. Every word a favor.

“Take your crew down to the dam road,” Krall said, “and bring the bus inside the wall.”

Nobody moved.

“It’s safe-zone property,” Krall said. To Grogan. But loud enough for the street. Loud enough for the walk. His county-meeting voice, carrying. “It’s been safe-zone property since Day 1. It’s a county bus on a county lot, fixed with county parts. And last night it saved the lock. It saved the powerhouse. It saved every person on that wall.” He gestured up at the walk without looking at it. “It belongs to Lock Nine. It’s too important to sit out on a dam where anybody could drive it away. Bring it inside the wall, Rudy, where it can be looked after.”

Grogan didn’t move.

I was ten feet from him. I’d come up the middle of Lock Street with Kirsten and stopped where Krall stopped, and Grogan was standing at the end of his crew’s line nearest me, with his thumbs in his vest and his shotgun hanging off his shoulder on its sling.

I listened to him.

His breath was low. In my yard the afternoon he came for the bus, it had been up high in his chest, when he’d stood there with Krall’s words in his mouth and his weight on his heels and wanted to walk away. At the main gate, with Duane and Tyler in their socks, it had been up on his toes with him. Now it sat down in his belly, slow and easy.

The breath of a man who’d already decided.

His shotgun was hanging loose on its sling, with the stock bumping his hip. His hands were in his vest. His weight was square on both feet. And his face was doing nothing at all, and he was looking at Krall.

He’d decided sometime in the night. Standing on the walk, maybe. Watching a gold wall come down across the mouth of the lock and a school bus put up a dome of light on the dam and the water stand up white below gate three. Watching the thing go round in it.

He’d decided. He just hadn’t said it yet.

Grogan looked at the bus.

He turned his head and looked down Lock Street past us at Marge on the dam road, in the dawn, with her dome. He looked at her. The way he’d looked at her in my yard with six men behind him, pricing her.

He wasn’t pricing her now. He was just looking.

Then he looked up at the walk. At the town. Four or five hundred people standing on top of Gretchen’s wall looking down at him. Families. Kids. Krall’s road crew. The paying families who’d stood up there all night and watched seventy women hold the wall from the outside, and the gate shut on them, and then watched those women get into a school bus and drive out onto the dam and hold the river shut.

Every one of them looking at Rudy Grogan.

Then he looked at Krall.



“No,” Grogan said.

He said it the way I’d said it to Krall in my bay the night of the first Board. One word.

Krall’s face didn’t change.

“Rudy.”

“I said no, Darrell.” Grogan hooked his thumbs deeper in his vest. “I watched it. All night. From up there.” He tipped his head at the walk. “I watched you shut the gate on them. I watched them hold your wall from outside it. I watched that bus.” He was quiet a second. “I’m not taking it anywhere.”

“It’s safe-zone property.”

“It’s his,” Grogan said. “It was always his. You know it was always his.”

He turned around to his crew.

“Come on, boys,” he said. “I want to see the fish.”

And he walked.

Down Lock Street. Past Krall. Past us. Through the seventy wall women, who moved out of his way without being asked. Toward the lock wall and the dam. His shotgun bumping his hip. Not hurrying.

His crew looked at each other. Five men in orange vests standing in front of the inner gate. They looked at Krall. Then at Grogan’s back, going away down Lock Street.

Duane went first. Then the others. One by one, they took their shotguns off their shoulders and slung them and walked after Grogan, down Lock Street, through the wall women, toward the dam.

Tyler Gorski went last.

He stopped beside me. Just for a second. He didn’t look at me. He looked at his boots.

“I wanted to see it,” he said. “That’s all. I wanted to see what you did.”

“Go on, Tyler.”

He went.

Krall stood in the middle of Lock Street with Tuttle and two road crew men.

Behind him, the inner gate stood open. Wide open. Nobody on it. Nobody at the guard post just inside it. Grogan’s crew was gone down the street, and the gate was standing there with its leaves rolled back and its chain hanging and its bar up, and nobody holding it.

I listened to Krall.

For the first time in twenty-one days, his breath went up and didn’t come back down.

It was up. High in his chest. Short. You’d never have seen it from the outside. His face was the same pleasant shut face it had been the dusk the Board called Kirsten up two ranks, his shoulders were the same, he hadn’t moved his feet. But inside, his breath had gone up into the top of his chest and it was staying there, catching every third breath, the way a diesel hunts at the governor when the load’s been yanked off it all at once.

He was doing his sum. The same one he’d been doing since Day 1. And for the first time it wasn’t coming out.



Dale walked past him.

I didn’t see Dale decide to do it. There may not have been any deciding. One second he was standing beside me in his faded Corps jacket with his dented thermos, and the next he was walking. Up Lock Street. Past Krall, close enough to brush his sleeve, and Krall turned his head and watched him go.

Through the open gate.

Past the empty guard post.

Down Front Street, through the square, past the Board standing grey and blank in the morning, toward the powerhouse.

I went after him.

I didn’t think about it either. I just went. And Kirsten came with me, and Gretchen, and then behind us I heard the wall women come. All seventy. Through the inner gate, past Krall standing in the street with his road crew, past the guard post, into the square. The first time most of them had come through that gate since Day 7 without somebody at the guard post saying where they could sleep.

Up on the walk, the town turned to watch us go.

Nobody touched Krall. Nobody spoke to him. Seventy women walked past him in the street and through his gate and into his square, and none of them looked at him, and none of them stopped.



The powerhouse was a long brick building on the river side of the square, three stories, with tall arched windows and LOCK AND DAM NO. 9 cut in the stone over the door, and over it the stone eagle, and the Corps’ castle, and the date. 1937. Its back wall went straight down into the river, where it was part of the main chamber’s land wall.

I’d never been inside it.

I’d stood in Dale’s control house the morning after the co-op with my palm on its back wall, the powerhouse’s own concrete, and felt the Core inside it. Six notes, deep under the floor. I’d stood on the path behind it the night Marge went to E, in the dark, and listened to Krall tell Grogan he wanted my bus burned.

Dale opened the door.

Inside, it was warm.

Properly warm, in a way nowhere outside the inner wall had been warm since the first frost. A long high hall with a concrete floor and tall windows letting in the grey morning, and down the middle of it, in a row, three turbine pits. Round openings in the floor, railed off, thirty feet across, going down into the dark, where the generators had sat on top of their turbine shafts in 1937 and turned for eighty-eight years on the river coming through the dam.

The first two pits had generators in them. Big old Westinghouse generators, green, the size of grain bins, with the brass nameplates and the oil lines and the copper bus bars running off them to the switchgear on the wall. One of them was turning. I could hear it. A deep slow drone, the river coming through it, making the power for the inner blocks’ lights and heaters.

The third pit had no generator.

It had the Core.

It had grown up out of the pit.

“It grew,” Dale said, without turning around, and that was the right way to say it. On Day 1, when the Turn came, the third generator had been out for an overhaul, lifted out of its pit by the overhead crane, sitting on blocks on the powerhouse floor. The pit was empty down to the turbine shaft. And sometime on Day 1, something had come up out of the river through the turbine passage and into the empty pit, and grown there.

A crystal. Amber. The color of the bull mudback’s core in Marge’s housing, but not that size. This was the size of a car. A long rough column of it standing up out of the turbine pit, out of the concrete where the generator had sat, rising ten feet above the floor of the powerhouse, faceted and cracked and glowing from inside, the way a coal glows. The turbine shaft ran up through the middle of it. You could see the steel, black, inside the amber, like a bone inside a leg.

And it rang.

Six notes. I’d felt them through the brick from outside. Standing in the room with it, I didn’t feel them. I was in them. They came up out of the pit and through the floor and the walls and filled the hall like the inside of an organ, six deep low notes, steady, holding.

I stood there in the doorway and couldn’t move for a second.



Dale walked across the floor to it.

The railing around the third pit had a gap where the Corps had taken out a section to let the crane get the generator out. Krall had put a chain across the gap. A chain and a padlock, the same as the gates.

There was nobody at the chain. There’d been a road crew man at it every hour of every day since the Turn. Krall’s guard post. It was empty.

Dale stepped over the chain.

He walked out onto the steel grating that covered the pit around the base of the crystal. He walked right up to it. He stood in front of it in his faded Corps jacket, sixty years old, with his white stubble and his wire-rim glasses, a man who had walked every foot of this dam.

He held his thermos in his left hand.

He put his right hand on the Core.



I felt it.

Through the floor. Through the doorway. Through my boots. The six notes. They didn’t stop. They didn’t change pitch. They settled, the way an engine settles when a new driver takes the wheel and lets the clutch out and the whole machine feels the hands on it change. A small thing. A slight lowering, a slight loosening. The six notes taking a breath, and letting it out, and going on.

But different.

Like they’d been held tight by a hand that was gripping and now they were being held by a hand that wasn’t.

The amber light came up around Dale’s palm where it lay on the crystal. Brighter. A glow around his hand. And then it spread, out from his hand across the crystal, up the column, and the whole Core brightened, once, all at once, the way a forge brightens when somebody works the bellows.

Then it went back to the way it had been.

Dale stood there with his hand on it and his thermos in the other.

It was a long time before he moved. Long enough that I heard the spillway change its pitch through the floor, twice.

“Huh,” Dale said, finally.

Quietly. To the Core.

Then he took his hand off it. And turned around. And looked at me in the doorway, and Kirsten beside me, and Gretchen, and the seventy wall women crowding the door behind us and spilling into the hall, looking at him.

“Well,” he said. “That’s done.”



He walked back across the grating. Stepped over Krall’s chain. Walked past us, through the women, out the door, onto the powerhouse steps.

The square was full.

The town had come down off the walk. While we’d been in the powerhouse, they’d come down the ladders and the stairs off Gretchen’s wall into the square, all of them, the families and the road crew and the paying families, and they were standing in the square in the grey morning, packed in around the Board, looking at the powerhouse door.

Dale stood on the top step and looked at them.

He was not a man who talked to crowds. I’d known him since the second week after the Turn and he’d never in my hearing made a speech. He stood there on the steps with his thermos and looked at four hundred people and for a second I didn’t think he was going to say anything at all.

“The field’s open,” Dale said.

His voice didn’t carry like Krall’s. It didn’t have to. The square was so quiet you could hear the river.

“The wall crews sleep inside tonight,” Dale said. “Wherever there’s a bed.”

A woman near the front of the square put her face in her hands and stood like that.

He took a drink of his coffee.

“Go on to bed,” he said.

Somebody in the square started to say something. A man in a good coat, near the front. He opened his mouth.

His wife put her hand on his arm.

He shut it.

Then the square began to move, slowly, with hardly any noise. People turning to each other. People moving aside. Making a path, from the powerhouse steps down through the middle of the square, through the paying families, toward the inner blocks.

The wall women went down it.



Krall was at the inner gate.

I saw him when I came out of the square, back up Front Street toward the gate, with Kirsten beside me and Gretchen behind. He’d come back inside. He was standing just inside the gate with Tuttle beside him and his two road crew men, Sobczak and Hrabik, and he had his hand on the gate. On the end of one of the leaves. Resting there. The way a man rests his hand on a fence he owns.

The gate was still open. Nobody had closed it.

He watched us come up Front Street.

When we got close, he spoke, past me and past Kirsten, to Gretchen, walking behind us with her sledge on her shoulder.

“I built this town,” Krall said.

His voice was the same one he’d used in the beef barn at every county fair for twenty years. But his breath under it was up high, catching.

“Sixty-three days,” Krall said. “I kept six hundred people alive for sixty-three days. Every one of them. I built this place out of a lock and a dam and a Core and nothing. I did the arithmetic every day so nobody else had to. Who do you think built it?”

Gretchen stopped.

She looked at him for a long moment, with her hazel eyes, measuring.

“I did,” she said.

Two words. She stood there in front of him in her cap and her tool belt with her sledge on her shoulder, at the gate she’d hung on Day 11, in the walls she’d built in forty days with her own hands. She looked at him the way she’d looked at the bad weld on five.

Krall opened his mouth.

He closed it.

He didn’t say anything else.

We walked out through the gate.

Kirsten and Gretchen and me. Past Krall, close enough to touch, standing with his hand on the open leaf. Out onto Lock Street. Down Lock Street toward the lock wall and the dam and Marge.

I heard him behind me. Just once.

“You’ll be back, Lew.” He said it like he was holding a door for me. “Everybody comes back to a Core. Sooner or later. There’s nowhere else to sleep.”

I didn’t turn around.

“No,” I said.



Grogan’s crew was on the lock wall when we got there, at the downstream end, by the lower gates. Six men in orange vests standing at the edge of the lock wall looking down into the stilling basin at the thing against the baffle blocks.

It was worse in daylight.

The grey light showed all of it. A hundred and ninety-five feet of armor lying in the white water at the foot of the dam, curved along the basin floor, its head wedged against the baffle blocks at the far end. The plates down its back, olive and black. The tail curled back toward gate three. And on the left side of its head, behind the eye, where the gill plate had been, a raw grey wound in the armor the size of a car hood.

There was no light left in its eyes. They were just eyes now. The size of truck headlights, filmed over, staring at nothing.

Grogan was looking at the wound.

He looked up when we came along the lock wall. At me. At Kirsten. He took his toothpick out.

He nodded at me, once.

Then he looked back down at the fish.



We walked out along the dam road to Marge.

Through the gap in Gretchen’s lock-end wall, into the dome. The gold of it was faint in the daylight, a shimmer over the dam road, the honeycomb cells so pale you could only see them where the light caught them edge-on. But it was there. Marge was still in ANCHOR, chained to Gretchen’s loop above gate three, with her engine off now and her stove ticking and the field coming up off her in the morning cold, warm on my face.

Kayleigh met us at the rear door.

“Dee’s okay,” she said, before I could ask. “She’s asleep. She knows who she is and what day it is and she’s mad she missed the fish. I checked her eyes every hour. She’s okay.”

“Good,” Kirsten said.

“Noreen’s asleep. Shay’s asleep on the roof. Jodie went to sleep on the floor by the stove with her wire.” Kayleigh looked past us, back along the dam road toward the lock. “Is it true? The field’s open?”

“It’s true,” Kirsten said. “Dale’s got his hand on it. Go on, Kay. Take Jodie and Noreen. Go sleep where it counts.”

“What about Dee?”

“Dee too. When she wakes up. Carry her if you have to.”

Kayleigh looked from her to me.

Then she said, “Thank you,” to both of us, with tears running down her face, and went to wake Noreen.

Kirsten stared after her with her mouth open. In fifty-odd nights on the wall I don’t think Kayleigh had ever thanked her captain for anything, and from Kirsten’s face, she’d never expected to hear it.

They went. Noreen and Jodie, back along the dam road toward the lock and Lock Street and the open gate, Jodie with her wire on her shoulder. Kayleigh stayed, sitting on the edge of Dee’s bunk with her gloves in her lap. She’d go when Dee went, and not before. Gretchen went with the other two, as far as the lock-end wall.

She stopped there and looked back at the bus.

“I’m going to sleep in my shed,” she said. “The last time. Then I’m going to come back and fix this guardrail before Dale has a fit about it.”

“You could sleep in the powerhouse.”

“I could,” Gretchen said. “I’m going to sleep in my shed.”

She went through the gap in the wall, and put her hands on the guardrail posts on either side of it, and the steel ran together behind her and closed the gap. Then she was gone down the dam road toward the lock.

Inside the dome, it was quiet. The stove ticking in the bus. Dee asleep in the back bunk with Kayleigh beside her. Shay asleep on the roof. The river roaring below the dam.

And the sun coming up.



Kirsten put her hand on my arm.

“Come up,” she said.

She went up Marge’s steps and down the aisle past Dee asleep in the back bunk and Kayleigh sitting over her, and reached up and hit the rear hatch’s latch on the hinge side with the heel of her hand, the way Shay had shown everybody, and pushed it open. And went up through it. Her boots on the seat back, her hands on the frame, and she was gone.

I followed her up.



The roof was cold. Steel, wet with dew, the long flat yellow top of a 1998 school bus with the marker lights along its edges and the bent stovepipe sticking up out of the front hatch frame and Shay asleep beside it, flat on her back, her rain shell zipped to her chin and her arms folded over her chest, her curls spread out on the steel.

Kirsten stood at the back of the roof, by the rear hatch, looking east.

The sun was almost up over the hills behind Lock Nine. The sky over the hills gone from grey to white to a thin pale gold, and the light coming across the river and across the dam. And the dome over us, faint, catching it. The honeycomb cells lit up gold one by one as the light hit them, edge-on, like frost on a window when the sun comes through.

She was standing in it. In the light. With her back to me.

I went back along the roof to her. Quietly. Past Shay.

Kirsten didn’t turn around.

“She’s asleep,” Kirsten said. “Shay. She’s actually asleep. I’ve never seen her asleep.”

“Neither have I.”

Kirsten was quiet for a while, looking at the sun coming.

“I held it,” she said.

“You held it.”

“I held the river, Lew.” She still didn’t turn around. “I didn’t know I could do that. I didn’t know anybody could do that.”



I took my coat off.

My canvas jacket. I took it off and spread it on the roof behind her, on the cold wet steel, between the rear hatch and the back edge. Flat. The lining up. It wasn’t big enough for anything. It was a jacket on a bus roof.

She turned around and looked at it.

Then at me.

“Do you want me?” I said.

She looked at me in the coming light. Her eyes, grey-blue going silver at the edges as the sky came up. Her face. The blood dried on her cheek. Her braid half out of its tie, the gold strands loose around her face, catching the light.

“Yes,” she said.

Then she said, “Berthed.”

I waited.

“That’s the next one,” she said. “Passenger, Crew, Berthed. Dale’s fine print says four. Berthed’s the third.” She took a step toward me. “I don’t need it. I want you to know that. I’m not asking because I need it. Passenger got me off the wall. Crew got me out of that shed.” She took another step. “I’m asking because I want to belong to this. This bus. This crew. You. I want to belong to it.”

“Kirsten.”

“It’s mine to choose,” she said. “And I’m choosing it. Here. On top of her. With the sun coming up and that thing dead in the water and Darrell Krall standing at a gate around nothing.” She was close now. Close enough to touch. “I’m choosing it, Lew. Berthed.”

“Yes,” I said.

I undressed her.

Slowly. In the cold. Standing on the roof of my bus in the first light, with the river roaring forty feet below and the dome faint gold over us and Shay asleep twenty feet away.

Her tank top first. It was torn at the shoulder, grey, still damp from the river at the hem. I took it by the hem and pulled it up over her stomach, over her ribs, and it caught on her breasts and pulled them up with it and let them go, and they came free and fell, full and heavy, and she lifted her arms and I took it off over her head.

The cold hit her.

Her skin came up in goosebumps all at once, across her shoulders and her chest and down her arms. And her nipples tightened. Right in front of me. Pink, and then darker, drawing up tight and hard in the cold morning air, the way they had in the shed, harder. She shivered. She didn’t cover herself.

“It’s cold,” she said. “Will you warm me up?”

I put my mouth on her.

On her breast. Her right one. I took her nipple in my mouth, hard and cold, and it was like ice on my tongue for a second and then it wasn’t. I warmed it. I sucked it, my tongue flat and wet against it, and her breath went out of her in a cloud in the cold air. I put my hands on her. On her waist, on her ribs, under her breasts. Lifting them. Holding them up, warm under the cold skin.

“Oh,” she said. Very softly.

I moved to the other one. Cold. Hard. I warmed it.

She arched.

Her back bowed, standing there, pushing her breasts forward into my mouth and my hands, and her hands came up into my hair and held my head there, against her chest, and she arched into me with her face turned up to the sky and the light coming across the river onto her skin, gold.

I didn’t hurry.

I went back and forth between them for a long time. Mouth on one, hand on the other. Sucking. Licking. Taking her nipple between my teeth, gently, and tugging, and letting it go, and watching it spring back. Kissing the soft skin under each one, where they were warmest. Burying my face between them and breathing her in. The cold and the river and her sweat and woodsmoke from Marge’s stove in her skin.

The goosebumps went. Under my mouth. Under my hands. Her skin came up warm and then hot and then flushed, a flush rising from between her breasts up across her chest and her throat, pink, red, spreading in the gold light.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. Lew.”



She pushed me.

She put her hands on my shoulders and pushed, and I went down onto my back on my coat. The roof was cold through my thermal. Wet. I didn’t care.

She stood over me.

She unbuttoned her cargo pants and pushed them down. Still damp from the river, black from the knee down. She pushed them down her legs and her underwear with them and stepped out of them, out of her boots, kicked them off, and stood over me on the roof of my bus in nothing.

The sun came up.

It came up over the hills behind her right then. The first edge of it. Gold light came across the river and the dam and over the dome and hit her, standing over me naked with her feet on either side of my hips. Her long strong legs. Her hips flaring out from her waist. Her breasts, flushed and wet from my mouth, her nipples dark. Her throat. Her face. Her braid coming the rest of the way loose in the wind off the river, and her hair going everywhere, gold in the gold.

I stopped breathing.

She looked down at me. At my face. She saw what it was doing.

“Yeah?” she said.

“Yeah,” I said.

She came down over my face.

She knelt over me, one knee on either side of my head on my coat, and lowered herself, and I put my hands on her thighs and pulled her down onto my mouth.

She was soaked. She tasted like her, and like the river a little, and I put my tongue in her and she made a long low sound I felt in her thighs before I heard it, the big muscles in them letting go one after another against my ears.

I ate her.

Gently. Then not gently at all. I held her thighs and ate her the way I’d been wanting to since the dam road, since the wall, since that first look in the rearview mirror. My tongue flat up the length of her and then quick and hard on her clit, and her hips rocking down onto my face, grinding, and her hands on the roof beside my head, braced, holding herself up.

I looked up her body.

Her stomach, moving as she breathed. Her breasts hanging over me, swaying with the rock of her hips. And her face. Looking down at me. Her eyes open, heavy-lidded, grey-blue, locked on mine.

She didn’t look away once.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. Stay there. Stay. God. Stay there.”

I stayed there.

“God. Lew. Will you. Oh. Oh, God,” she said, and her palms slid on the cold roof, and the rest of the words went somewhere.

I sucked her clit.

She came on my mouth with her thighs clamped on my head and her hands flat on the cold roof and her back arched, and she didn’t come quiet. There was nobody on the dam road but Shay asleep, and Dee asleep in the bus below us with Kayleigh, and the river. She came loud, a cry that went up into the dome and came back, and her pussy pulsed against my tongue, and her thighs shook against my ears.

And she started to cry.

This was nothing like the wash bay. There was no anger anywhere in it.

She was sobbing. Above me. Her face crumpling, tears coming down her face and falling on my chest, on my thermal, and her whole body shaking with it, still riding the end of her orgasm on my mouth and sobbing. Long hard heaving sobs that came up from somewhere I’d never seen, and kept coming.

I kept my mouth on her, soft now, barely moving, just there. Holding her thighs. Letting her ride it out. Letting her cry.

She cried until she was done.

Then she slid down.



She came down my body on her knees, down over my chest and my stomach, until she was sitting on my thighs, and she reached down between us and found my belt, and the coveralls, and pulled them open. And my cock came out hard and aching into the cold, and she took it in her hand.

She looked at it. Her face still wet.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “Please.”

I sat up.

I sat up under her, on my coat, and took her by the waist, and she came up onto her knees and over me, and I held my cock and she sank down onto it.

Face to face.

She sat in my lap on the roof of the bus with my cock all the way inside her and her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms around my neck, and her face six inches from mine. And she didn’t move. Neither did I. We sat there.

The sun was full on us now. On her back. On her hair. On her face, wet, flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded and locked on mine.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“You’re inside me.”

“I know.”

“On top of your bus.”

“I know, Kirsten.”

She laughed. Short. Wet. Her forehead came down against mine.

Then she started to rock.

Slow. Her hips rolling in my lap. Grinding down on me, forward and back, small movements, her whole weight on me, and her breasts against my chest, soft and hot and slick with sweat now in the sun.

I put my mouth on them again.

I bent my head and took her nipple in my mouth while she rocked on me, and she groaned and arched and pushed it into my mouth, and her rocking got deeper. Harder. I sucked one and then the other, back and forth, and held her waist, and she rode me deep in my lap with her arms around my head holding my face against her breasts.

“Your mouth,” she said. “Your mouth on my tits. God. I love your mouth on my tits.”

I took my time about it.

“I could do this all day,” she said, breathless. “All day. On your bus. In the sun.”

“We’ve got all day.”

“We do.” She laughed again, breathless. “We do, don’t we. We’ve got all day.”



I put my hands on her hips.

And took over.

I held her hips in both hands and lifted her. Up, off me, almost all the way. And pulled her down. Hard. All the way, deep, her ass slapping down on my thighs, and she cried out and her nails went into my shoulders. And again. Lifting her, driving her down.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Oh. Oh, Lew. Yes.”

“Watch me,” I said. “The whole time. Right here.”

“I’m watching.”

I drove her down. Again. Harder. She didn’t look away. Her eyes were locked on mine, wide, wet, grey-blue, with the dark ring around them, and every time I pulled her down onto me they went wider and her mouth came open and she didn’t look away.

“Lew,” she said. “Lew. You’re all the way in me. Don’t let go.”

“I’m not letting go,” I said. “You’re mine. You hear me? You’re mine.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. I’m yours. I’m yours, Lew.”

I let go of one hip.

I found the place under her breast without looking now. My palm knew the way.

Over the place that had nearly broken her.

The two were gone. Long gone, since the night she berthed. In her, settled, part of her. Her class ran up through her under my palm, clean and fast, nothing in its way. It had held the river for an hour. I could feel that in it. It ran proud, the way a good engine runs after a long pull up a hill, hot and smooth and sure of itself.

At the bottom, the third one.

And the field.

It was coming up through the roof. Under my coat, through the cold steel, out of Marge. Into me where I sat on her roof and into Kirsten where she sat on me. It was different from my bunk behind the new curtain, where the field had pressed on the knot from outside like heat on a bolt. The field came up into her and found nothing to press on. Nothing to loosen. Just her. And it went into her. Settling into her, the way her own levels had settled into her class. Taking hold. Not of the knot.

Of her.

And under my coat the roof plates had already started to hum. Low. Early. She was nowhere near the edge yet and the note was in the steel under my spine anyway, the way it hadn’t come for either of the other two, like Marge had heard the word before I had.

“Kirsten.” My hand on her ribs. “There’s nothing left in here for it to push on. It’s just holding you.”

“Then let it,” she gasped. “Let it, Lew. I want it to.”



She was close. I could feel it in her. Under my palm. In the way she clenched around me every time I drove her down. In the flush, red, from her breasts to her throat. In her eyes.

“Now,” I said. “With your eyes on me.”

“When I go, you go with me,” she said. “In me. Lew. Will you? Please.”

“I will.”

I drove her down onto me. Once more. Deep. And held her there.



She came sitting all the way down on me, and stayed there, her whole weight in my lap, her knees grinding my coat into the cold roof plates. Her pussy locked around my cock and let go and locked again, slow, starting deep and moving out, each one dragging me further into her. Her back arched in my arms. Her hair went everywhere, gold in the sun. And her eyes never left mine. Heavy-lidded and swimming, the grey-blue gone dark inside its ring, holding my face the whole way through, and her mouth opened, and the sound she made was my name.

And the note in the roof came all the way up.

It had been waiting under us the whole time. Now it filled the roof plates, out of Marge, into my spine where I sat on her. The note from the aisle the morning she asked, and from shed nine’s floor, and this time it wasn’t faint.

It came up out of the roof plates into my spine and up my back and into my back teeth, and into her where she sat on me, and she felt it. I felt her feel it. Her whole body went taut in my arms, clenching around me, and the note went through her.

And the dome brightened.

Over us. All of it. The whole sixty yards of it over the dam road, the faint gold honeycomb of it in the morning sun. It brightened once. All at once. Every cell of it lit up gold, deep and full, like the night before, like a breath going in.

Then out. Back to faint.

Like a breath.



I held her down on me with her eyes on mine and came, deep, flooding into her in surge after surge, my head going back, my hands on her ribs and her hip, and she held my head in her arms and took it. Every pulse. Her pussy pulling at me. Her eyes on mine. My name, again, softer.

The note in the roof faded.

It went slowly. Down and down.

Gone.

[Berth tier: Berthed.]

We lay down on my coat.

There wasn’t room. There was never room. My coat was a coat on a bus roof. We lay on it anyway, me on my back and her half on top of me, her head on my chest and her leg across my thighs and her hair spread out across my coat and my chest and the cold steel of the roof around us, gold in the sun.

The sun came up the rest of the way. Cleared the hills. Came across the dam and the river and onto us full, and it was warm. The first warm sun I’d felt in a week.

Neither of us said anything for a long time.

Twenty feet away, Shay was still asleep beside the bent stovepipe. She hadn’t moved.

“It’s still there,” Kirsten said, finally. Against my chest.

“What is?”

“The third one.” She took my hand and put it back where it had been. “It’s still there. Right where it was. Warm. Waiting.”

I felt it. Small. Warm. Quiet. At the bottom.

“She can’t take you past B yet,” I said. “Not at E.”

“I know what E caps at.” She was quiet. “It doesn’t scare me anymore. It doesn’t burn. It just rides along, like a spare in the trunk.” She turned her cheek on my chest so she could see my face. Her eyes were clear. Her face was soft and flushed and still a little wet. “I just wanted you to know I know.”

I laid my hand on the roof beside us. On Marge’s steel.

“She’ll get there,” I said.

Kirsten stayed like that a while, watching my face. Then she turned it back into my chest.

“I know she will,” she said.


Chapter 24: West

The cable came up the pier shaft wet and cold, hand over hand, all six hundred feet of it.

I did it at noon on Day 63, standing in the open door at the top of gate three’s pier with my boots braced on the sill, pulling. Dale was at the bottom of the shaft, forty-five feet down, feeding it up to me off the contactor box in the alcove, and every few minutes his voice came up the shaft, calm.

“Slack.”

I’d stop pulling.

“Go.”

I’d pull.

Number four welding cable runs about four hundred pounds for six hundred feet, and it coiled on the dam road at my feet in long black loops. My hands were raw from it. My shoulders had stopped hurting an hour ago, which is what shoulders do right before they start really hurting. I didn’t care. It was daylight, and the river was loud, and there was nothing in it but river.



The lock-breaker was still in the basin.

I could see it from the pier door, forty feet down, below gate three. It lay against the baffle blocks where the roller had left it, curved along the stilling basin floor, its head at the far end and its tail toward the dam, half out of the white water. In the daylight, the plates on its back had gone dull. Olive and black, the color of a dead leaf. Its eyes had gone milky in the night, the size of truck headlights, filmed over, looking at nothing.

The skull was the thing people looked at.

The roller had beaten it on the blocks until the armor on the head split. The jaw had come apart at the hinge. You could see the bone under the enamel now, the long narrow skull of a gar, the size of a car, wedged between two baffle blocks with the river breaking white around it.

Whatever core it had carried was somewhere inside a hundred and ninety-five feet of armor under the white water, and the river was keeping it. Dale said it would be a month before the stage dropped far enough to get a man down there safely. Maybe till spring.

I’d thought about it. I’d decided it would keep. The river wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was Dale.



Lock Nine came to look.

All morning. All afternoon. People coming down Lock Street from the inner gate, which stood open and had stood open since dawn, and out along the lock wall to the downstream end, to stand at the edge above the lower gates and look down at the basin.

Families. The paying families, in their good coats. Krall’s road crew. Kids, held by the hand at the edge of the lock wall, pointing. Old men from the inner blocks who’d fished the tailwater before the Turn, standing at the rail with their hands in their pockets, shaking their heads.

And the wall women. Who’d slept since dawn in the powerhouse rooms and the inner blocks, and come down Lock Street at noon with their faces clear and their hands steady, and stood at the edge of the lock wall in a long line, looking down at the thing they’d held the river against.

Nobody said much.

Mostly they looked at the fish. Then they looked out along the dam road, at Marge, sitting chained to Gretchen’s loop above gate three in ANCHOR, her dome a faint gold shimmer over the road in the daylight, and her stove smoking through a stovepipe that had been bent halfway over by a mudback’s tail.

Then they looked at me, pulling cable.

Then they looked at the fish again.



Gretchen was taking down her walls.

She’d come back from her shed at ten, slept, her face clear, her cap pulled down. She’d walked out the dam road past me without saying anything and knelt at the lock-end wall, the curved one, and put her hands on it.

The drone came out of her. And the wall came apart.

Slowly. The welded W-beam came unwelded under her palms, the two layers peeling apart like wet paper, and she lifted each section and stood it up beside the road where its posts had been. And put her hands on the concrete where the posts had come out, and the concrete opened for them. She set the posts back in the deck. Bolted the rail sections back to them with the old bolts, which she’d kept in her tool belt. And put her hands on the concrete again, and it closed around the posts like a fist.

When she was done, you couldn’t tell there’d ever been a wall there. Just the guardrail. Rusty, orange, W-beam on steel posts, the way the Corps had put it in.

Except that every post she’d touched rang tight under my hand when I walked past it. Tighter than the day it was set.



She did the far-end wall after lunch. Then she came and stood by me at the pier door while I pulled the last of the cable.

“The loop,” she said.

I looked at it. Gretchen’s blue loop, a ring of steel the size of a hubcap growing out of the dam road three feet from the downstream rail. Marge’s tow chain still through it.

“You want it out?” I said.

“No.” She looked at it. “Leave it. Dale might want to tie something to it someday.” She put her hands in her back pockets. “And I want somebody to come out here in twenty years and wonder what it was for.”

“Somebody’ll wonder.”

“Good,” Gretchen said.

Then she fixed my stovepipe.

I hadn’t asked her. She walked down the dam road to Marge and climbed up onto the roof with her boots on the mirror bracket and the hood, and stood beside the bent pipe, and put her hands on it.

It came straight. Slowly. The steel running under her palms, the bend going out of it, the dent the tail had put in it smoothing out. And the drone, and the faint blue sheen as it cooled.

She looked down at me from the roof.

“There,” she said. “Now your bus doesn’t look like it got hit by a fish.”

“It did get hit by a fish.”

“It doesn’t have to look like it,” Gretchen said, and climbed down.



Dale came up the pier ladder at two with the last of the cable coiled over his shoulder.

He stood on the dam road at the top of the ladder and looked at the fish in the basin. Then at Marge. Then at the lock, where the left leaf of the main chamber’s lower gates hung folded at the miter, the river running through the gap into the chamber and back out. The upper gates had held. The pool was where it was supposed to be.

He took it all in the way he took a stage reading, and kept it to himself.

He unscrewed his thermos, the dented one, and poured a cup, and handed it to me.

I drank it.

“You’re going to need a new leaf,” I said.

“I’m going to need a new leaf,” Dale agreed.

“Gretchen could straighten it. Before she goes.”

“She’s down there looking at it now.” He took the cup back and filled it again and drank it himself. “And the hoist on four’s still burned, and gate three’s brake solenoid’s no good, and I’ve got fifty-two windows in my gallery and twenty of them with good bars.” He looked out at the river. “And a Core.”

“And a Core.”

“I didn’t ask for a Core.”

“I know you didn’t, Dale.”

He was quiet for a while.

“Somebody had to put their hand on it,” he said.

He didn’t write anything down. I noticed that. Dale Overbeck, who’d kept a stage chart in his own handwriting every hour of every day since the Turn and taped it to the old Corps chart from 2019. He’d held the Core of Lock Nine for seven hours now, and he hadn’t written anything down about it. He hadn’t made a list. He hadn’t drawn anything.

He’d just poured coffee.



Grogan found me at three.

I was on a step stool at the front of a dead Blue Bird in the depot lot, taking its left mirror bracket off. I’d driven her back off the dam road at half past two, out of ANCHOR, the dome folding back down into the honeycomb on her glass as she went into ROLL, and parked her in the bay. Both mirrors were gone. One into the spillway with a husk still holding it, one into the pool with a gar. The Blue Bird had two good ones.

Boots on the gravel. A big pair. I knew the stride.

I climbed down off the stool.

Rudy Grogan stood in the bay door with his toothpick and his thumbs in his vest. No shotgun. I’d never seen him without it.

“Lew,” he said.

“Rudy.”

He looked at Marge in the bay. At the straight stovepipe, the skirts, the cowcatcher with the scrape down its right side where the mudback’s tail had hit it. He took his time about it.

He didn’t look at her like a price tag anymore.

“I’m not going to say I’m sorry,” Grogan said.

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I’m telling you that anyway. I’m not going to say it. I tried to steal your bus.”

“I know you did.”

“I’d have sold it to the train for a car of diesel and a car of food.”

I let him say it.

He stood there, red in the face, his ginger beard going grey. And then, for just a second, he grinned. The grin of a man who’s been caught and doesn’t mind that much.

Then it went away.

“The Ironworks is going to hear about this,” he said.

I closed my hand on the mirror bracket’s bolts.

“About your bus. About a school bus that put up a dome on a dam and drowned a fish the size of a barge in a spillway. Their trader’s still here. He was on the walk last night. He watched the whole thing. He’s going back to the train tomorrow.”

“Let him.”

“Their boss likes machines. You know that? The trader told me. Their boss runs that whole yard out of an armored train, and he likes machines more than he likes people. Collects them.” Grogan looked at Marge. “He pays in cars. Whole cars off the train. Diesel. Ammunition. Food. Whatever you want. You just tell him which car.”

“She’s not for sale.”

“I know she’s not. I’m not telling you to sell her. I’m telling you he’s going to want her. And he’s not going to ask the way Darrell asked. And he’s not going to send two kids in their socks.” He was quiet a second. “And that woman in the tower. The one on the gun car. With the rifle. Twenty-nine, the trader says, and she doesn’t miss. She’s seen your bus twice now. She’ll have told him.”

I thought about her. A small still figure in a signal tower window a quarter mile across the river, with one hand raised.

“That’s information,” Grogan said. “That’s not anything else. That’s just what I know.”

“I know it is.”

He nodded. He turned to go.

“Rudy,” I said.

He stopped.

“What are you going to do?”

He looked out the bay door at the yard, at Lock Nine, at the inner wall and the open gate.

“Dale needs a gate captain,” he said. “I’m a gate captain.” He shrugged. “Somebody’s got to open the damn thing in the morning.”



The Board lit at 6:05.

The whole town was there. All of it. More people in the square than I’d ever seen, more than had come to watch the Board call the Surge, packed from the base of the Board back to the inner wall and out through the open gate onto Lock Street. The paying families at the front, the way they always were. The road crew. And the wall women.

They were in the middle. Spread through the crowd. Standing with the families, with the road crew, in their gear, with their faces clean, most of them for the first time since the Turn, because the powerhouse had hot water and Dale had told them to use it. Seventy women who’d slept the day away in a field that counted, standing in the square wherever they wanted to stand.

I stood at the back, against the inner wall, where the wall women used to stand. Kirsten beside me. Shay on the other side, perched on a stack of pallets to see over the crowd. Gretchen behind us, leaning on her sledge.

Darrell Krall was at the back too.

He was standing against the inner wall thirty feet from me. Alone. In his fleece vest with his reading glasses on their cord. Clem Tuttle wasn’t with him. Wayne Sobczak and Terry Hrabik weren’t with him. Nobody was with him. He stood where the wall women had stood every dusk since Day 6, at the back of the square against Gretchen’s steel, and looked at the Board.

Nobody looked at him.

The Board lit.

Light ran up the column and flared at the top, and the square went silent.

The shelters first, tonight. It didn’t usually do that.

[Lock Nine, Core, Grade D. Holder: Dale Overbeck.]

The square was quiet for one second.

Then somebody at the front, one of the paying families, started to clap.

I’d never heard the square clap for the Board. Shout, yes. Stamp. Beat a pipe on the stones. Never clap. It started with one man near the front in a good coat and it spread back through the square, the families and the road crew and the wall women, until the whole square was clapping, and in the middle of it Dale Overbeck stood at the base of the Board in his faded Corps jacket with his dented thermos and looked up at his own name in white light and didn’t do anything at all.

He just looked embarrassed. A sixty-year-old lockmaster standing in front of six hundred people clapping, wishing they’d stop.

They stopped.

[Mobile Shelter: Marge, Grade E.]

They started again.

Then the names.

[Noreen Pasko: E -> C.]

The square went quiet.

Two ranks.

I heard the wall women count it out loud, all around me in the crowd, the way they’d done it for Kirsten the dusk she went to B. Two. E to C. One day in the powerhouse field.

Noreen was standing near the front with Kayleigh and Dee. I could see her. The back of her head, her short grey-shot hair. She didn’t move. She stood there and looked at her name on the Board and her face, I knew without seeing it, did nothing at all.

[Jodie Wozniak: E -> C.]

Somebody screamed.

It was Kayleigh. A short high shriek, and she grabbed Jodie, who was standing beside her, and hugged her so hard Jodie’s wire came off her shoulder and fell on the stones.

Jodie Wozniak. Retired as a Burnout and walked outside the wall at dawn with a bedroll, to die in a culvert. Found alive a week later, at the misfire line, with her class skipping like a bad clutch. Sixteen nights a guest in Marge, a sliver bleeding off every night, keeping her on the safe side of the line.

One day in the field she’d been berthed to all along.

E to C.

[Kayleigh Ostrowski: E -> D.]

[Dee Ramsdell: E -> D.]

Dee, somewhere in the crowd, yelled something that wasn’t words.

[Bev Pawlak: E -> C.]

[Linda Majewski: E -> C.]

[Teresa Duda: E -> D.]

[Carol Duda: E -> D.]

It kept going.

It kept going for a long time.

I’d watched the Board every dusk since Day 2. Three names a night. Four. All from the front. The paying families and Krall’s road crew, one rank at a time, and the square cheering them like it was a miracle.

Tonight it was all the wall women.

Name after name. Coming up the column in white light, one after another, the way the husks had come up out of the river grass on the Surge. E to D. E to C. E to D. E to C. Women I’d seen at the back of the square every dusk since the first Board. Women I’d seen on the walkway with their lances. The woman from five with the taped cheek, who’d asked me in the bay if she could ride. Her name was Annie Szymczak, and she went E to C, and she put both hands over her face.

Sixty-one names. I counted. Of course I counted.

Sixty-one women who’d held Lock Nine’s wall since the first week, capped at E in the outer sheds at the F edge of the field, banking every kill for fifty days and more. And then they’d slept one day in the field they’d held the wall for.

And the square cheered every one of them.

That was the thing: it was everybody. The paying families. The road crew. Every name that came up, the square cheered. People it had never cheered. People it had walked past in the street with their buckets and their gear for sixty-three days and never looked at. The square cheered them like they were its own.

I guess they were.

I looked at Krall.

He was standing against the inner wall thirty feet away, alone. He was looking at the Board. At sixty-one names going up it in white light, every one of them a woman he’d put in the sheds.

His face was the same. It was always the same.

His breath wasn’t. I could hear it from thirty feet. Up high, in his chest. Short. Catching every breath now, not every third one.

He’d done the arithmetic two weeks ago, behind the powerhouse in the dark, telling Grogan he wanted my bus burned. Every one of them asks. Every one of them who asks goes up past where my men are. And then they’re standing at my gate with their arms crossed, and they’re stronger than everybody inside it.

He’d been right.

He just hadn’t figured on them not needing my bus to do it.



The light went out. The square came apart. Nobody went up to the wall. Nobody needed to. Dale had put Grogan’s crew and twenty of the uncapped wall women on the outer wall for the night in shifts, and the rest were going to sleep in the field, and the Board had said nothing about any Surge, and the river was just the river.

I turned to go.

When I looked back, Krall was gone. The place against the inner wall where he’d been standing was empty. I hadn’t seen him go.

I didn’t go looking.



We sat in Marge in the bay that night, all of us. The last time.

Noreen. Kayleigh. Dee with a knot on the back of her head the size of an egg. Jodie, with her wire. Dale at the top of the steps because he wouldn’t sit. Gretchen on the wood box by the stove. Kirsten in her bunk across from mine. Shay on the rear bench with her feet up, eating the last of the canned peaches from the Tri-County trade.

I made the coffee. Noreen’s coffee. The Chock full o’Nuts. She’d brought the can from wherever she’d hidden it this time and put it in my hands without saying anything, and I made a pot, and we drank it out of the mugs.

Then I said it.



“I’m going west,” I said.

Noreen looked into her mug. Dale unscrewed his thermos and poured, and the coffee was the only sound in the bus.

“Up the river road. Toward the Tri-County.” I looked at the stove. “Lock Nine’s got a lockmaster. He’ll keep it. He’s got a Core and a gate captain and sixty-one women on his wall at C and D.” I looked at Dale. “You don’t need a school bus.”

“No,” Dale said. “I don’t.”

“Marge moves. That’s what she’s for.” I put my hand flat on the partition behind the driver’s seat. “Every road out of here goes past another Core.” I took my hand off. “I’m going to go look.”

Kirsten lay in her bunk with one arm behind her head and watched me. She’d known since the roof. She’d known, I’d have guessed, since before that.

She put her hand out across the aisle. I took it.

That was her answer.

“I’m coming,” Gretchen said.

I looked at her.

She was sitting on the wood box with her mug in her hands, looking at the stove. Her cap was off. It was on her knee. Her hair was down, chestnut, past her shoulders, in the stove light.

“Not for you,” she said. Plainly. “Don’t get ideas, mechanic. I told you. Spring.”

“I know.”

“I’m coming because somebody’s got to build wherever you stop.” She took the folded paper out of her flannel pocket, the parts invoice, the drawing. She didn’t unfold it. She held it in her hand. “And you’re going to stop. Sometime. Somewhere. A bus can’t roll forever. And when you stop, you’re going to need a wall.” She put it back in her pocket. “And I’m the only one who can build you one.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay,” Gretchen said, and put her cap back on.

“Well, I’m going home anyway,” Shay said, from the rear bench. Through a mouthful of peaches.

Everybody looked at her.

“What? I am. Tri-County’s home. Sort of. It’s where my stall is.” She swallowed. “And I’m late. I was supposed to be back before the Surge. The boss is going to be so mad.” She grinned. “So I might as well ride. Right? It’s forty miles. You’re going that way. I’ll call the road.”

“You’ll call the road,” Kirsten said.

“I’ll call the road, Captain.”

Kirsten looked at her across the bus.

“Good,” she said.

Shay looked back at her. And for one second the grin went somewhere else, and came back.

“Good,” Shay said.

The crew stayed.

I’d known they would. Noreen and Kayleigh and Dee and Jodie. Lock Nine was their town. They’d held its wall since the first week, and they were at C and D now, and they’d sleep in the field from now on, and Dale needed them. They didn’t say much about it. Nobody did. Dee bet Kayleigh a ration that she’d be B by spring. Kayleigh took the bet. Jodie said she’d hold the rations.

Noreen had nothing to add.

She sat on her bunk with her mug, the way she’d sat on the top step the morning Marge slept twelve, when she asked me if she should ask. She drank her coffee. Then she got up, and walked to the stove, and took the Chock full o’Nuts can off the shelf where I’d put it.

She looked at it.

Then she held it out to me.

“Don’t let the runner near it,” she said.

I took it.

It was a third full. Maybe less. Two weeks of good coffee in a can she’d carried out of Camp Galilee under her jacket and hidden in my wheel well and had stolen by a runner and hidden again somewhere I never found.

“Noreen,” I said.

“Don’t.” Her face did nothing. “Don’t say anything, Mrozek. You’ll ruin it.”

I didn’t say anything.

She went back to her bunk and sat down. And then, for the first time I’d ever seen it, Noreen Pasko’s face did something.

She smiled. Very small. At her mug.

Then it was gone.



They left at ten.

The crew. To sleep in the field. To the powerhouse rooms Dale had given them, Grade D, cap A, where they’d go under and come up in the morning a little more than they’d been. They went down Marge’s steps one at a time, and I stood at the top of them, and each of them stopped.

Kayleigh hugged me. She cried. She told me to shut up.

Dee punched me in the shoulder, hard, with her good arm, and said, “Ha,” and went down the steps.

Jodie stood on the bottom step and looked up at me with her face full and clear and the hollows gone out of it, and her wire on her shoulder.

“You went and looked,” she said.

“I went and looked.”

“Everybody said I was dead. You went and looked anyway.” She was quiet. “Don’t stop doing that.”

“I won’t,” I said.

Noreen stood at the bottom of the steps and looked up at me, and nodded once, and went.

Dale went last. He stood at the top of the steps with his thermos and looked down the aisle at Marge, at the bunks and the stove and the curtain on my bunk.

“Dawn?” he said.

“Dawn.”

“I’ll have Rudy open the gate,” Dale said, and went.

Gretchen went with him. To her shed, she said. One more last time. She’d be at the depot at first light.

Then it was just the three of us.

Kirsten in her bunk. Shay on the rear bench. Me at the stove with the coffee pot.



I was washing the mugs in the bucket when Shay got up.

She got up off the rear bench without saying anything and took one step across the end of the aisle to Kirsten’s bunk. Kirsten was lying on her back on top of the blanket in my red-and-black flannel with a paperback, and Shay stood in the aisle beside the bunk and bent down and said something.

Low. I couldn’t hear it. I was the length of the bus away at the stove with my hands in a bucket of warm water and I couldn’t hear one word.

Kirsten put the paperback down.

She looked at Shay. Shay was standing there in the aisle with her hands in her rain shell’s pockets and her weight on one foot, and for once she wasn’t moving. Her foot was still. She stood there and waited.

Then Kirsten said something.

I heard that. One word.

“Yes.”

Shay turned around.

She walked up the aisle to me at the stove. She stopped in front of me. She took the mug out of my hands, and put it in the bucket, and took my hands out of the water, and dried them on her rain shell.

Then she looked up at me with her green eyes, and her face split open into the biggest grin I’d ever seen on it.

“Okay,” she said. Loud. “Okay, bus guy. Here’s the deal. I asked the captain. I asked her if she wanted to share you tonight. Both of us. Together. The last night before the road.” She was still holding my hands. “And she said yes. You heard her. She said yes.”

I looked past Shay at Kirsten.

Kirsten had sat up in the bunk. She was looking at me. Her face very calm, and something going on in her eyes.

“So?” Shay said. “So what do you say?”

“Kirsten,” I said.

“Yes,” Kirsten said.

“You want this.”

“I want this.” Plainly. “I said yes to her as the captain, because it’s my crew and she’s on it now whether she’s berthed or not. And I said yes as me.” She swung her legs down off the bunk. “I want this, Lew.”

I looked at Shay.

“Shay.”

“Are you kidding me?” Shay said. “Yes. Yes. A hundred percent yes. I’ve been thinking about this since the fence. Since the captain’s tits in that tank top the day I met you, carrying a stove down the porch steps. Yes.” She squeezed my hands. “Yes, Lew. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Shay first,” Kirsten said.

We both looked at her.

She was standing up now, in the aisle, in my flannel shirt and nothing else, with her bare legs and her hair loose down her back. She looked at Shay. The captain’s voice. Low, dry, not quite an order and not quite not.

“You asked,” Kirsten said. “You go first.”

Shay looked at her.

“Captain,” Shay said, “I love you.”

“I know,” Kirsten said. “Pull the mattresses down.”

We pulled the mattresses off the two back bunks, Kirsten’s and mine, carried them up the aisle, and laid them on the floor side by side between the bunk frames, in the stove light. The olive blankets on top. The stove ticking a foot away at the end of them, the iron door open a crack, the fire inside orange.

Shay stood at the end of the mattresses and took off her rain shell.

She did it slowly. For me. Looking at me. She unzipped it and let it fall, and stood in her sports bra and her torn leggings, freckled, in the orange light, and turned around, and looked at me over her shoulder.

Then at Kirsten.

“Captain,” she said. “You want to see something?”

Kirsten looked at Shay’s ass in the torn leggings. At Shay looking back over her shoulder.

“Show me,” Kirsten said.

Shay put her hands on my chest and pushed me down onto the mattresses.

I sat. With my back against a bunk frame. She knelt down in front of me, between my knees, and Kirsten came down onto the mattress beside me, on her knees, close, her shoulder against mine.

Shay untied my coveralls and pulled them down.

Kirsten watched. I could feel her watching. Her shoulder against mine, her breath on my neck, warm. She watched Shay pull my boxers down and my cock come out, hard, and she made a small sound in her throat.

“I told you,” Shay said, to Kirsten. “I told you. Look at it.”

“I’ve seen it,” Kirsten said.

“I know you’ve seen it. Look at it anyway.”

Kirsten looked at it.

Then she turned my face toward her with her hand and kissed me.



And Shay put her mouth on me.

At the same time. Kirsten kissing me, slow and deep, her hand on my jaw, her tongue in my mouth. And below, Shay. Her lips closing over the head of my cock and sliding down, wet, hungry, loud, the way she’d done it on the rear bench with the door open. Moaning around me. On purpose. So Kirsten could hear it.

Kirsten heard it.

She kissed me harder. Her hand went from my jaw into my hair. And I could feel her shaking, the other kind of shake, nothing like the old one. Her breath going short against my mouth.

“She’s so loud,” Kirsten whispered against my lips.

“She’s always loud.”

“I know.” Kirsten kissed me again. “I told you on the wall. I meant it.”

Shay came up off me. She was grinning, her chin wet, her curls coming out of the bootlace.

“Captain,” she said. “Come down here.”

Kirsten looked at her.

“Come down here,” Shay said again. “I’ve got an idea. I’ve had it since the stove.”

Kirsten came down.

She knelt beside Shay between my knees, and Shay looked at her, and at the flannel shirt, and reached up and started unbuttoning it. Kirsten let her. One button. Two. All of them. Shay pushed it open, off Kirsten’s shoulders, and it fell, and Kirsten knelt there on the mattress bare from the waist up in the stove light, her breasts full and heavy, flushed, her nipples already hard.

“Oh, my God,” Shay said, very sincerely. “Oh, my God, Captain. Would you get a load of those. I’d have bet my whole ration you were hiding those under that jacket.”

Kirsten laughed. Short, surprised.

“Put him between them,” Shay said. “Go on. I know you do it. I’ve seen him look at you. Put him between them and I’ll do the rest.”



Kirsten looked at me.

I looked back at her.

She leaned forward and put her breasts around my cock.

God.

Her hands on the outsides of them, pressing them together around me. Warm and soft and heavy, the whole length of me held in the deep slick valley between them, and her looking up at me over them with her grey-blue eyes, heavy-lidded, locked on mine.

She moved. Up and down. Her breasts sliding on me.

And Shay put her mouth on the head.

Where it came up out of Kirsten’s cleavage. Every time Kirsten slid down, the head of my cock came up between her breasts, and Shay was there, her lips on it, her tongue, sucking it, and then Kirsten slid up and it went back down between her tits, and then up again into Shay’s mouth.

Both of them. At once. Kirsten’s tits and Shay’s mouth.

I put my head back against the bunk frame and said something that would have gotten me written up at the county depot.

“Look at him,” Shay said, coming up for air. Her lips red. “Captain. Look at his face.”

Kirsten looked. She didn’t stop moving.

“I’m looking.”

“He can’t talk.”

“He can talk,” Kirsten said. “He’s just not going to.”

“I can talk,” I said.

“Don’t,” said both of them at once, and Shay started to giggle, and put her mouth back on me to stop it, and giggled around my cock, and that was nearly the end of it right there.

It wasn’t. I didn’t let it be.

I put my hand in Shay’s curls and pulled her off me, gently. And put my other hand on Kirsten’s shoulder and stopped her. They both looked up at me.

“Enough,” I said.



I took Shay first. She’d asked first, and I wanted to watch the captain watch it. I turned Shay around on the mattress by her hips and pulled her leggings down over that round heavy ass, freckled and pale in the orange light, down her thick thighs, off. And she was on her hands and knees on the olive blanket in front of me with her back arched and her ass up, looking back over her shoulder.

I put my mouth on her first. From behind. I always would.

She shrieked. Muffled it in the blanket. I ate her until her thighs shook, until she was pushing back against my face and saying my name into the mattress.

Then I came up on my knees behind her and pushed into her.

She was soaked. Hot and tight, and she pushed back onto me the whole way, all at once. Gasping.

“Oh, fuck,” she said. “Oh, fuck, Lew. It’s like that again.”

I put my hands on her ass. And took her. Slow first. Deep. Watching it. Her ass against my hips every stroke, jiggling, the freckles going all the way down it. Her back arching. Her curls bouncing.

And Kirsten came around in front of her.

On her knees on the mattress, at Shay’s head. And put her hands on Shay’s face. And lifted it, off the blanket, and looked at her.

Shay looked up at her. Gasping. Her face flushed pink, her eyes wet.

Kirsten kissed her.

I watched it from behind. Shay on her hands and knees with my cock in her and her ass in my hands, and Kirsten kneeling in front of her holding her face and kissing her, slow, the captain’s hands on the runner’s freckled cheeks.

Shay moaned into her mouth.

I went harder.

Shay’s moans broke up against Kirsten’s lips. Kirsten held her face. Held her there. Kissed her through it.

“She’s so close,” Kirsten said, pulling back an inch. Looking at me over Shay’s back. “I can feel her shaking. Lew. She’s so close.”

“I know.”

I gave Shay one more stroke, deeper, and held her there.



Shay came with her face in Kirsten’s hands.

Kirsten’s thumbs were on her cheekbones when it took her. I saw them press in, holding her steady, holding her there, and Shay’s whole body answered from the inside. Her pussy closed on my cock and held, one long locked grip that didn’t let go, and I had to stop moving in her. Then it broke. She was shaking, her whole body, her thighs, her calves, and the trash-talk that had been coming out of her in broken pieces against Kirsten’s mouth went breathless, and then went into something else.

Giggling.

She giggled. Helplessly. With her face held in Kirsten’s hands, coming on my cock, giggling so hard she couldn’t breathe, tears running down her face.

Kirsten didn’t let go of her face.

She held it in both hands and kissed her through it, the giggles breaking against her mouth one after another, her thumbs wiping the tears off Shay’s freckled cheeks while Shay shook and came and couldn’t stop, the two of them pressed together on the mattress in front of the stove.

I held Shay’s hips and didn’t move and waited for her to come down.

I pulled out of Shay, still hard. She collapsed onto the mattress on her side, still giggling, weak, her curls everywhere. She pointed at Kirsten.

“Your turn,” she gasped. “Captain. Your turn. I’m done. I’m dead. Go.”

Kirsten looked at me.

I put my hands on her shoulders and laid her back on the mattress.

She lay on her back on the olive blanket beside Shay in the stove light. Her hair spread out. Her breasts flushed. Her eyes on mine.

I went down on her.

I’d promised myself on the roof that morning. I knelt between her thighs and put my mouth on her, slow, the way I had in shed nine, and she put her hand in my hair. And Shay, lying beside her on the mattress with her cheek on her arm, watched.

“Oh, Captain,” Shay said, low. “Look who’s not giving orders now. A ration of the good coffee says you’re begging inside a minute.”

Kirsten’s hips came up off the blanket.

“Thirty seconds,” Shay said. Lower. Leaning in close to Kirsten’s ear. Whispering. I could barely hear it. “I’ll take thirty. Come on, Captain. You held a whole river shut last night and you can’t hold out against the bus guy’s mouth? That’s embarrassing. I’m telling the turnstiles. Give it up for him. Nobody’s here but me.”

“Shay,” Kirsten said. Breathless.

“I’m just here for the bet,” Shay whispered. “Don’t you make me lose a ration, Captain.”



I came up over Kirsten.

She pulled me. Her hands on my shoulders, pulling me up her body, and she wrapped her legs around me, her heels on my back, the way she had in my bunk the night she berthed. I pushed into her.

Slow. All the way. She held her breath the whole way in.

“There,” she said. “There. Yes.”

I moved. Long and deep, the mattress on the steel floor under us, the stove a foot away. And Shay lay beside us on her side with her head propped on her hand, watching, and leaned in close to Kirsten’s ear.

“Wall captain of Lock Nine,” Shay whispered. “Listen to the noise you’re making. God, Captain. I’m going to remind you of this on the road every single day. Is he always this slow with you? Every time? Swear on the bus. I’ve got a ration riding on it.”

“Yes,” Kirsten said.

“Tell me what it feels like.”

“Like he’s never going to stop,” Kirsten gasped. “Like he’s got all night.”

“He does have all night,” Shay whispered. “Bet he doesn’t stop till sunup. Bet you beg first. I’m taking that bet, Captain.”

My hand went to her ribs on its own. The right side, the place I’d found in every bed I’d ever been in with her. I’d find it in every bed from here on.

The third one was there. Waiting.

And over it, around it, in all of her, the field. Marge’s field, in ANCHOR in the depot bay, coming up through the mattress and the floor into her. Holding her, with nothing left to press on. The way it had held her on the roof that morning. Berthed.

“I feel it,” I said. Into her ear. On the other side from Shay. “It’s got you. It’s got all of you.”

“I know.” She was shaking. “I know it does. I feel it too.”

“She’s got you,” I said. “So have I.”

“Both of you,” Kirsten said. “Always.”



Under me, with her heels locked on my back and her arms around my neck and her eyes on mine, she came. Clenching. Rolling. Her back bowing up off the mattress, her breasts pressing into my chest. Her toes curling hard against the backs of my legs and then letting go, one foot and then the other.

And Shay, beside us, started to giggle again.

At the worst moment. Right in the middle of it. Maybe Kirsten’s face set her off. Maybe it was just Shay. She started to giggle into her arm, helplessly, and Kirsten heard it.

And Kirsten laughed.

Mid-orgasm. Coming on my cock, clenching, and laughing up at me, low, at herself, her eyes squeezing shut and opening again and finding mine, with tears in them. And that finished me.

I held her down and came, deep, spilling into her with my whole body jerking, laughing too, my forehead against hers, and she held my head and laughed and came with me, and Shay giggled into her arm beside us until she had to put her face in the blanket.



Afterward we lay on the mattresses by the stove.

Two bunks’ worth of mattress on a bus floor is room for one man and not quite two women. Me on my back in the middle. Kirsten on my right, her head on my chest, her leg across my thigh. Shay on my left, curled against my side, her face in my neck.

Kirsten’s braid, what was left of it, lay across my chest.

Shay’s copper curls lay across it too. Red over gold over my thermal, in the stove light.

Neither of them said anything.

Shay went first. She went under against my neck, all at once, the way she’d gone under on the bench the afternoon I found the hook. And for once, her calves stopped shaking against my leg. They hadn’t bled and nothing was fixed. They’d just stopped, for a little while, the way they’d stopped for one breath on the rear bench.

Kirsten went second. Slower. Her hand lay open on my chest, still, by her face.

I lay there between them with the stove ticking and listened to them breathe, and I didn’t go under for a long time.



I got up at four.

I slid out from between them. They didn’t wake. Shay rolled into the warm place where I’d been and put her face against Kirsten’s shoulder, and Kirsten’s arm came around her in her sleep, and they lay there like that on the mattresses by the stove, curls and braid, red and gold.

I went up the aisle to the driver’s seat and sat down.

It was dark in the bay. The droplight off. Only the stove, and the honeycomb on Marge’s glass, faint gold in ANCHOR, and through it the dark yard and the dead buses and the grey beginning to come up over the far ridge.

I put my hand flat on the partition behind the seat. Over the core housing.

The chord came up into my palm.

All six.

I’d felt it come in on the dam road the night of the Surge, when I put her in ANCHOR chained to Gretchen’s loop and the dam’s steel carried the powerhouse Core’s six notes up into her frame. The gaps at the top of her chord had filled in. I’d thought it was the dam. I’d thought it would go when we drove off it.

It hadn’t gone.

Since the Big Night, Marge had all six of Lock Nine’s notes. In her own two cores, in their housing behind my seat. Low and full and steady. The whole chord.

I sat there with my hand on her and listened to it.

And under it, I heard something else.

I’d felt it first at midnight. Lying on the mattresses between Kirsten and Shay with the stove ticking. So faint I’d thought it was my own blood in my ears. I’d let it go.

It hadn’t gone.

Under the six. Below the lowest of them. So low I didn’t hear it so much as feel it, in my back teeth, the way you feel a train on a far line before the rails start to sing. A seventh note.

It wasn’t any of Lock Nine’s. I knew Lock Nine’s six now the way I knew Marge’s engine. This wasn’t one of them. This wasn’t anything I’d felt in the powerhouse with my hand six feet from the Core. No Core at Lock Nine made it.

I took my hand off the partition and put it back.

Still there.

I did what you do. I tested it.

I put my palm on the left side of the core housing, the side toward the depot fence. The seventh note was there, faint. I put my palm on the right side, toward the bay wall. Fainter. On the back, toward the aisle. Fainter still.

On the front, toward the windshield, toward the back wall of the bay, it was strongest.

Marge was parked nose to the back wall. The back wall faced north, toward the sheds and the hills.

I sat there with my hand on the front of the housing and the seventh note in my back teeth, and it was coming from the north. Up the valley. Past the hills behind Lock Nine. Past the north road to Altamont, where Teri hadn’t come back. From somewhere a long way up there, under everything, a note no Core in the river country made.

And it was louder than it had been at midnight.

A hair louder. No more than that. But louder.

[Unidentified signal: seventh note. North.]

I read it twice. The System didn’t explain itself. It never had.

I took my hand off the housing.



I went back down the aisle.

Shay had moved in her sleep. She’d come off the mattress and crawled up onto the rear bench, the way she did, curled up with her knees pulled in and her satchel under her head. One bare foot was hanging off the end of the bench.

I sat down on the edge of the bench and put my hand on her ankle.

Hot. The fine fast tremor in her calf, back again now that she was alone on the bench. And the Strain. Spread all through her, loose and hot and buzzing.

It wasn’t bleeding, not a sliver.

And pulling.

West. Upriver. Out the left side of the bus toward the river road, forty miles to a dead mall with a Core in its steel frame. Tight as a cable under load.

I sat there with my hand on her ankle for a long time.

“Bus guy,” Shay mumbled, without opening her eyes. “Your hand’s cold.”

“Sorry.”

“Leave it,” she said, and went back under.



Dawn came at 6:28.

Gretchen came across the yard from the shed-side gate in her cap and her tool belt with her sledge on her shoulder and a duffel bag in her other hand. She came up Marge’s steps and put the duffel on the bunk next to Kirsten’s and sat down on it.

Then she reached into her flannel pocket and took out the folded parts invoice. The drawing. She held it on her knee without unfolding it.

“Well?” she said.

I took Marge out of ANCHOR.

The honeycomb thinned on the glass to its skin. The chord came down. All six of the notes and the one under them, settling into her frame as she went into ROLL.

Kirsten came up the aisle in my canvas jacket, which she’d taken off the roof yesterday morning and never given back, and her boots, with her braid tight and sat down in the front seat across from me. Shay went up through the rear hatch, hitting the latch on the hinge side, and I heard her taped shoes go forward along the roof and stop over the front hatch by the straight stovepipe.

I put Marge in drive.



The main gate was open.

Rudy Grogan was standing at it with his crew in their orange vests, his toothpick in his mouth, both leaves of the gate swung all the way back. Tyler Gorski beside him. Dale behind them with his dented thermos. And along the outer wall, on the walkway, up on top of the steel: the wall women. Noreen. Kayleigh. Dee. Jodie. Linda. Bev. Women I’d never learned the names of. Standing on the wall at dawn, looking down.

Nobody waved. Nobody said anything.

Noreen raised her mug.

I drove through the gate.



The river road ran west along the bottoms in the grey light. The dead corn on the right. The river on the left, wide and brown and loud, nothing in it but river. The stove ticking behind my seat. Gretchen on the bunk with her drawing on her knee. Kirsten in the front seat with her shotgun across her lap and her right hand open on her thigh.

Shay’s face came down upside down over the top of the windshield.

“Pothole,” she said. “Left side. At the mile marker. Big one.”

“I see it.”

“You didn’t see it.”

“I heard you say pothole,” I said.

“Same thing,” said Kirsten, and Shay laughed so hard on the roof I felt it through the steel.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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