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Chapter 1
~~~
Utah’s Rocky Mountains were uncharacteristically warm for early December and it was obvious the photographer had overdressed. He had chosen to follow the high snow covered rim of an ever crumbling crag, a remnant of a primeval mountain range rising and falling from within a vast forest of spruce, pinion, and towering lodgepole pine.
The photographer was delighted to be there. He loved the mountains. He loved the smell of pine, the noonday sky, the communion, the stillness. He strolled over the crusty frosted soil, around patches of wiry yellow grass pushing its way through a thick coating of aging snow.
Eventually he passed into an inviting looking clearing, slowed to a stop, and began turning in a tight circle, taking in the astounding scenery. Spotting a fallen lodgepole wedged waist high within the arms of a squat juniper tree, he wandered off towards it, pushed the crusty snow off the log, and sat down.
British wildlife, his employer, had sent him to America… what was left of it, anyway. He had been sent to photograph the Rickies, remnants of a vast American society who were unable to flee the mainland, or had simply been left behind.
The photographer sat on the log for a time, listening to the birds singing amidst the hush of a distant, fast moving mountain stream. He pulled his cap off, looked up into the blue sky, and basked in the frigid breeze gently blowing over his slightly sweating hair.
The Rickies were not a particularly friendly lot. This land was now officially under control of the European Union, but the Rickies hadn’t signed on. In fact, the Rickies had all but thumbed their noses at the notion of European domination.
This wouldn’t have been that much of a bother for the European Union except that the Rickies, particularly those known as the Mums, had been able to requisition a staggering amount of the fire-power left behind, including an undisclosed number of nukes. Since an impressive contingent of military personnel had been abandoned to the mainland, they had also retained the know-how and equipment necessary to remain a legitimate threat, even to the European Union.
The photographer opened his eyes and sat looking out into the east. Earlier, he had spotted a promising break in the skyline, possibly even a small Ricky settlement. He had spent the last half hour wondering if it had been worth the leisure climb. Now he was sure it was.
He pulled his parka off and tossed it over his shoulder, studied the sky once more, and spotted a newly formed wisp of cloud leisurely floating away into the south. He pulled his camera off his chest and snapped a picture, and another as the tiny cloud disappeared behind a mountain peak. Finally, he returned his hat to his head, reluctantly rose to his feet, and meandered on his way.
He had traveled no further than a quarter mile when he saw it: a silent shadow flashing in and out of the thick flora ahead. He pulled to a stop and backed up, fear welling in his chest. "What the hell was that?" he said aloud. The sudden sound of his own voice reminded him of how alone he was. As far as he knew, the Rickies hadn’t taken to ambushing mountain travelers, but it had been a while since he had been anywhere near real civilization. Anything could have happened between now and then… after all, he was deep in Mums territory, only miles from Salt Lake City itself.
"Hello!" he called out charily. "Anyone there?" He listened for an answer, but none came. Probably a deer, he thought… or a bear. He reached into his parka, now folded through his arm in front of him, and felt for the 9mm Glock buried in the pocket. Satisfied it was still there, he found a rock and tossed it into the trees in front of him.
Nothing.
Whatever it was, he told himself, is gone now. He had to smile. He had never been afraid before. Probably just took him by surprise.
Slowly, at first, he made his way forward. After a time his confidence returned, and he boldly moved through the brush until he was stopped by a sudden drop, a chasm of tangled undergrowth partially covering a thirty foot deep hollow. Beyond the hollow, he could see a snow-covered clearing in the center of a grove of quaking aspen.
His eyes were immediately drawn to a path of old footsteps appearing from the aspen grove at the high-side of the meadow. Someone, obviously a woman heavily dressed for winter, was moving across the well traveled path a good three quarters of the way through the meadow. She was pulling what looked like a child’s sled behind her, heading north towards the valley below. The photographer instinctively pulled the camera to his face. He quickly adjusted the telephoto lens, closing in on the solitary figure below.
Suddenly, in the lens's periphery, he saw them: two of them this time, a pair of shadows flashing through the underbrush and into the clearing, directly in the woman’s path. They were large, as big as bears or wolves or…God knew what.
"Hey!" he yelled. His intrusive voice echoed down the canyon. Through the lens he saw her whirl in his direction. "Hey!" he shouted again. "There is something in the aspen!" The woman turned away and began moving even faster across the meadow towards the tree-line.
"Miss… oh miss!" he yelled again. He dropped his camera to his chest and began waving his arms over his head. "Lady!" he hollered louder. "Stay clear of the trees!"
She ignored him, still moving away. He jerked the camera to his face, focusing on her one more time. She turned in his direction. Her face filled the telephoto viewfinder. She looked up at him, fearful and intense. He stopped mid-step.
He found himself looking at the face of a goddess, resplendent beyond belief. The long ebony hair that tumbled out of the thick fur-lined hood partially obscured the right side of her face. Black eyebrows, flawless and full, were pulled together in alarm. Her emerald green eyes flashed at him. The photographer hesitated before snapping a picture. To his horror the woman disappeared into the aspen.
"Oh my God," he breathed. He whirled and began crashing through the flora, desperately trying to skirt the hollow and find a way to reach her, or at least warn her. He bounded over a broken branch and pushed his way forward, running as fast as he could. Something snagged his right foot and sent him tumbling down a shallow rock-filled gulch. He rolled forward, inadvertently tossing the parka ten feet away into the foliage, and ended up sprawled between a lodgepole stump and a juniper tree.
"Bloody hell," he said, pulling himself into a sitting position. He looked in the direction of the meadow where the woman had disappeared moments before. A twist of undergrowth was blocking his view.
The smell of putrefying meat filled his nostrils.
"Whew," he said aloud, "something nearby is extremely dead." He looked around him holding his nose, searching for a clear path. He still had to find a way to warn the woman.
His eyes returned to the dark underbrush. Something was there. A cold shadow crossed over him from above. He whirled, looking up into the bright noon-day sky, but saw nothing overhead. A sound like a buzzing insect pulled his eyes back to the underbrush. Something was definitely there. He could feel it. He squinted, trying to focus, raising his hand over his eyes. There in the twisted foliage, something—shaped like a face, but—strange.
His breath imploded in his lungs. He screamed and kicked against the rocky soil, scrambling backwards against the base of the juniper tree. He sat staring wide eyed into what appeared to be the face of a demented child, but gray and shrunken like a mummified corpse. Its lips were knotted in a cruel snarl. Its eyes, monstrous and black, glared back at him from beneath twisted brows. Its wild tar-black hair extended from its ghastly head, blending… becoming one with the shadowy mottled underbrush.
"Remove thy shoes, Adam, lest ye desecrate this holy ground."
The photographer was aware that the sound had come from the aberration, but the mummy face had remained still, morphing in and out of focus like a coin submerged in a rippling stream. The photographer tried to roll away and run, but he seemed to be held—tangled within the branches of the juniper tree.
"Remove thy shoes, Adam, for thou hast entered into the dwelling of the most high."
The sound was much louder this time, lower in pitch and urgent. The photographer struggled to pull his arms away from the juniper tree and was released. He hurriedly untied his boot laces, kicked the boots off, and looked up at the terrible face still glowering at him from within the dim underbrush.
"My name is not Adam," the photographer stammered. "I’m—"
"Thou art Adam-kind. Thou art seed. Be ye silent, oh tiny insignificant wisp of root."
The photographer blinked, trying to control his terror.
"Thou, Adam, hast found what it is ye seeketh, but thou shalt not reveal it until the fullness of time."
There was silence for a moment before the voice returned, lower in pitch, even more urgent.
"Now, oh Adam — wisp of root— thou shalt leave this place forever, lest ye die."
The aberration slowly faded away into the tangled underbrush, along with the echo of its voice, leaving the photographer wide eyed and gasping. The stench quickly dissipated, replaced by the fresh smell of the mountain forest. After a time, he pulled himself to his naked feet and stood staring into the brush where the ghastly face had disappeared.
~~~
Todd Riley woke to the sounds of birds chattering just outside his bedroom window. He looked up to see his wife’s stunning emerald green eyes looking back at him. She had quietly taken up the old lounge chair someone had abandoned next to the bed. They had abandoned it, along with the cabin and property, in a desperate attempt to flee the mainland before the day.
The curtains fluttered and danced in the soft breeze gently pushing Maria’s ebony hair around her ambrosial face. He glanced at the flickering bedroom fireplace not far from the foot of his bed. She had built a thriving fire while he slept and, as was her habit, had opened the window just so, admitting only enough cool mountain air to maintain a state of coziness.
"I’ve been watching you sleep, lazy Joe," she said, pulling her hair away from her eyes. She had recently bathed, and the room was filled with the sweet smell of lilac, her favorite. She had replaced her heavy winter clothing with a favorite oversized shirt. It was a habit of Maria's Todd found particularly difficult to endure; while wearing it, she rarely wore anything else.
He grinned at her. She smiled a tiny wistful smile. Her eyes sparkled in the golden light of the afternoon sun.
It wouldn’t have mattered to Todd what she looked like because he loved her completely, but she had recently given birth to a son. She had breastfed him from the beginning, yet she showed no ill effects: not a stretch mark, nor a sag, nor a flaw. Her body had remained perfect. It was positively uncanny.
He watched her for a time, blinking the sleep from his eyes. "The baby OK?" he said finally, his baritone voice resonating off the log walls of the cabin.
"The baby’s fine. Tina said he was an angel all morning until around noon, then fussed a little. He’s sleeping like a rock now. Tina left about a half hour ago."
"Hmm," Todd said. "How’s Hanna doing?"
"Better… I think she’ll be fine. She’s just a little freaked out living alone up there."
"Why don’t they all live here with the rest of us? Lord knows there are still plenty of open cabins in Parktown."
"Who knows? Anyway, I think she’s fine as long as Nigel and I visit a couple times a week. Speaking of that, Nigel had to leave early this morning. I guess he wasn’t feeling well. I had to walk down the mountain by myself."
"I don’t like that," Todd said. "You should make sure Nigel shows before you go up."
"You’re right… I will from here on."
Todd sat up in bed and ran his fingers through his long unkempt hair.
"Don’t get up," Maria said softly. She rose from the chair, moved to the bed, and stood over him, stroking the blankets with the back of her hand.
Todd caught a glimpse of her breast under the loose fitting shirt. His breath caught in his throat. The arousal was instant. He blew the breath out and closed his eyes, trying to think of something else, anything else.
"Where were you last night?" she said, pouting. "I waited up for you as long as I could, but I fell asleep."
Todd yawned animatedly, stretched his long, muscular arms over his head and settled back in the bed. "I was with Louis and Gladys all night. We were at Bob Tanner’s house. Something’s wrong with Bob’s wife Vicki. You know her?"
Maria tilted her head and shrugged in that way Todd found so endearing. "No, not really. I’ve seen her a couple of times. They came later didn’t they?"
"Yeah…" Todd said, still trying to control his mounting passion, "a few weeks after we got here. They didn’t join up with those of us coming from Nebraska I know that… maybe they’re from California."
"What’s wrong with her?" Maria said.
"Gladys thinks she has CreutzJake."
Maria gasped "No…CreutzJake here? Isn’t that contagious?"
"Well not…usually. It’s a form of encephalitis, closer to mad cow disease… usually picked up through bovine spongiform enceph—"
"You trying to seduce me with your big sexy words, Doctor?" Maria asked softly. She gently leaned towards him, flashing him yet again.
He cleared his throat and sat up slightly. "Anyway, it’s…a…scary stuff. We had to tie her down to a bed to keep her from harming herself. She’s like some kinda’ rabid dog, I swear—"
Maria’s sly smile pulled Todd’s mind away from the conversation. She slowly eyed his body and looked back at him beneath long sweeping lashes. She pushed forward slightly…another flash.
"Hmm?" she asked seductively. "I didn’t catch that. What were you saying?"
Todd gulped and, with the back of his hand, wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Uh… oh… yeah…Vicky Tanner, she was, uh… she was raving on about seeing dark things in the trees or something. Bob said she wasn’t like that before the day."
Maria sat on the bed and began rolling her hand over the blanket covering his knee. After a time she looked up at the window and sat staring out beyond the backyard fence into the steep timber covered mountain range rising high into the afternoon sky. "I saw someone up in the meadow this morning; a man. I could tell he wasn’t from around here."
Todd frowned."What was he doing up there?"
"I don’t know. He was yelling. He was up there by the hollow where Louis shot that big deer—"
"Yelling?"
"Yeah," she said, glancing back at him.
"What was he yelling?"
"I think… he didn’t want me to go into the trees… or something."
"What?"
"Whoever he was, he didn’t come down. I waited on the bluff for a long time. He couldn’t have come down here without me seeing him from the bluff."
"Still," Todd said, "we’ll go up and check it out." He rose in an effort to roll out of bed, but Maria moved and stopped him once again.
She sat in silence smiling down at him. Finally she spoke. "I love you so much, Todd."
Todd looked at her and grinned. "What kicked that up?"
"You love me?" she said.
"Is a frog’s butt watertight?"
Maria giggled. "Todd, I’m trying to be romantic here."
Todd reached up and pushed a lock of hair away from her face. "You know I do."
"But does it, like, almost hurt inside, like you can’t seem to get... close enough to me?"
"Uh huh."
"Does that feeling ever go away? Do you ever really get close enough?"
"Haven’t yet," Todd said smiling.
Maria slowly pulled the covers away and began gently rolling her finger over his belly. "Not much of a talker today, are you?"
She kneeled on the bed, straddled him, and began unbuttoning her old oversized shirt.
"Maria, hold up," Todd moaned. "Now… don’t be teasin’ me. I can’t—" his words trailed off as he watched the shirt slowly fall away.
"I want you to teach me how to make love to you," she said.
Todd lay on the bed, longingly looking up at her. He took her face in his hands. "Maria," he groaned, pulling their foreheads together, "Please baby—please don’t do this to me. If we start, I don’t think I can stop again—"
"It’s been almost three months since the baby was born," she said softly. She was trembling, tenderly moving, pressing ever closer.
Todd pushed her away. "Maria, stop!"
Maria pulled back. She put her hand to her mouth and stared down at him. "But…I thought—"
Todd sat up and rolled her off him. He left her on the bed and went in search of his pants.
Maria quickly sat up, replaced her shirt and began buttoning it. "Todd?"
Todd ignored her, snatched his pants from a drawer and moved to the bathroom.
"Todd?" Maria called.
Todd stepped into their tiny bathroom, pushed both hands into the rusting bucket next to the sink and sloshed cold water onto his face. He stood staring at his dim lantern-lit reflection in the mirror, watching the water drip down his chest. He had to try and deal with this, to dissipate this familiar all-consuming fire. He was a man, after all, married to the most beautiful woman he had ever known. He loved her beyond reason, but he also knew from experience that her love talking didn’t include love making. Her tender cuddling was not to be confused with foreplay. It was the great Maria Rose enigma… At pulling a man in, she was to the manor born, but let him pull back, and she’d knock his whiskers off. They even had a term for it…asexual.
He raked a towel over his face and tossed it in the corner of the counter.
"Todd?"
He turned to see Maria standing at the bathroom door. Her eyes were wide. "What’s wrong?" she said softly.
Todd shook his head and returned to his reflection in the mirror. "God knows I love you, baby, but I hate what you do to me. Everything has been fine since the baby was born but it’s starting all over again. You come to me, get me all stirred up, then push me away. It happens every time. If you want something, why don’t you just—"
"That’s what you think?" Maria yelled. She quickly covered her mouth and peeked around the corner. Satisfied the baby was still asleep, she turned back. "You think I want something?"
Todd moved to leave, but Maria stepped into his path. "Where are you going? We have to talk about this."
"We have talked about this," Todd said. "We’ve jostled and fought about this till we finally settled on some compromise or… understanding, which is fine. But why do you have to make it so damn hard? You have no idea what you do to me when you do this. It’s all I can think about for weeks afterwards—"
"Todd!" Maria interrupted, pulling him out of his tirade. "People change! How could you not see how much I’ve changed? I’m up every morning at sunup taking care of the baby. I wander all over the mountains with Nigel each week, checking up on people in the cabins. I help you and Gladys with your rounds. Louis and I set up the generator at the clinic by ourselves…just me and old man Louis! Together you and I helped all those people coming in from Nebraska — We made the trip from Nashville together, remember? I gave birth to a child and I… honest to God… fell in love with you. I love you and the baby so much! You’ve changed… why not me? How could you possibly think I’m still that prissy little brat back at UCLA?"
Todd looked at the floor and back at her. "You’re right," he said softly. "I’m sorry… I just—"
"I don’t want to hear how sorry you are, Riley," Maria said, holding up her hand. "I don’t want to hear any excuses. I just want sex and I want it now."
Todd backed up and raised his eyebrows. "You mean it? You really…"
Maria leaned forward and stared up at him. "Now!" she demanded.
Todd moved to her and easily lifted her into his arms. He quickly made his way back to the bed and placed her there, stepped back and began fumbling with the zipper of his pants.
Maria sat up in the bed. "Let me." she said impatiently.
They both wrestled with the zipper till it finally yielded.
~~~
Lylya, the child with strange eyes, slipped off the pile of burlap she had been sitting on and moved to her mother. A moment earlier, the atmosphere had been festive, but now something seemed terribly wrong. Days earlier, friends and relatives had arrived from all over Grozny in preparation for Ramadan, the month of daytime fasting. Some had come from as far away as Dagestan and North Ossetia. Lylya’s older Brother Abbas and his wife Aisha had traveled from Aldy, bringing with them their two children, Kheda and Sharpuddin. Since then, Lylya and Kheda had been inseparable.
Lylya sat silently staring up into her mother’s tear covered face. She pulled her black hair away from her eyes and glanced around the dimly lit room at the other women’s crying faces. Grandmother Satziyta had begun quietly reciting a poem, something about the mountains. Everyone was crying, and Lylya had absolutely no idea why.
Her cousin Kheda quietly moved to her side. "This poem," she whispered, rolling her eyes, "every time they hear it they cry. They could hear it a thousand times and still they would cry."
Lylya’s mother looked down at the whispering children and wiped her eyes. "You two go out of here. Go outside. Play in the sunshine for a change and relieve us of your constant chattering."
"You should make them stay," Grandmother Satziyta said, dabbing at her face with the sleeve of her discarded cloak. "They are almost women now. Look at them. They need to learn what it is to be Chechen."
Lylya’s mother frowned and looked away."They will learn soon enough, Mother. There are few things shorter than a Chechen childhood."
"Are they to wait then until they are developed before they learn the ways of a good Muslim woman?" Grandmother Satziyta said, pointing at the two girls. "Look at them. They are already beginning to show their womanhood. And that one…." she motioned towards Lylya. "She should cover those eyes. They are…unnatural and…alluring. Those two should be preparing, yet you send them out amongst the men to play."
The two girls flushed bright red and looked away from each other.
"Mother," Lylya’s mother said, horrified, "they are only eight years old. Let them be children."
Grandmother Satziyta glared down at the girls. "Remember, daughter, Aisha was only nine years old when the Prophet Mohammed took her to be his wife. If you do not teach them the ways of God, the holy law of sharia will."
"Thank you, Mother!" Lylya’s mother shouted. "The children are unhappy and crying. You can finally be content." She pushed the girls towards the door. "Go now, children, before your grandmother has you preparing for your old age and burial. And be back within the hour. It is getting late, and I don’t want you out after dark."
The two girls quickly moved out of the dark single room basement apartment and ran up the short flight of stairs leading into the tiny, sparsely populated, suburban Grozny neighborhood number one. At Kirov Street they turned left. Running hand in hand, they turned at the first right onto Khankalskaya Street, turned right again, and stopped at a large pile of trash that had accumulated near the end of a tiny cluttered alleyway.
They looked about them carefully, making certain they weren’t being observed, quickly lifted a piece of black plastic and disappeared into a large wooden box hidden within the trash.
Once inside the box Kheda reached into her clothing and produced an ancient homemade candle melted countless times in the bottom of an old crudely hand-blown glass jar. She put the candle in the corner of the box and pulled out a book of matches. Within moments, a soft glow illuminated the young faces.
"Did you bring it with you?" Lylya said.
Kheda pursed her lips and soundly brushed her hands off. "I have it, but let’s not have it yet. First we will get comfortable."
The two girls pushed back and animatedly stretched their spindly legs to the limits of the box, adjusting and re-adjusting until they were both satisfied.
"Why is grandmother Satziyta always so—" Lylya paused a moment considering her words, "grumpy. She makes me feel like a little mouse forever under her feet. She acts as if she hates us… I sometimes wonder if she hates all the children of the world."
Kheda considered the question before finally speaking. "Before we came here, Mother told me a secret about grandmother Satziyta.
Lylya turned to look at Kheda, her small face flickering orange in the dim candlelight. "What?" she asked.
"Mother told me never to tell upon payment of death."
"It’s OK to tell me. I will not tell anyone."
"You’ll swear to it…upon payment of death?"
"Upon payment of death, I swear it." She looked solemnly into Kheda’s eyes, pushed the palm of her right hand against her mouth and swiped the fingers of her left hand across her throat. "Upon payment of death," she repeated.
Kheda waited till Lylya was finished and did the same. "Upon payment of death."
Lylya leaned towards Kheda, her wide eyes glistening. "What did she say?"
Kheda gravely looked around the dark box as if they were in a great crowded hall and moved closer to Lylya. "Mother told me that I was named after grandmother Satziyta… that her real name was Kheda Ismailova like me. She changed her name…during the time of Stalin’s exile."
Lylya frowned. "Changed her name; Why?"
"Mother told me that she, your mother, Uncles Akhmad and Abdulrakhman were not the only children our grandmother bore. There were others. All of them died in one week of the Cholera. Three little girls… They all died in grandmother’s arms. Grandfather had already been taken away to Anabar by then, so she was all alone when they died. Mother said she was out of her mind with grief a very long time. Then, from that time, they stopped calling her Kheda and she became Satziyta."
"Why?" Lylya said. "What does the name Satziyta mean?"
"It’s from the old language. It means… enough… let it stop." Again, silence fell in the old wooden box.
"That is very sad," Lylya said, finally. "But still… why does she have to be so unpleasant all the time? If I lost some of my children, I would have more reason to love the remaining children better instead of worse."
The Girls sat silent another moment. Finally Lylya spoke. "Should we have it now? We’re not likely to get any more comfortable in this stinky old box."
Kheda looked mischievously back at Lylya. "I guess we could—"
The girls’ attention was interrupted by a sound just outside the box.
"Shhh," Kheda whispered. She quickly leaned and blew out the candle. They sat in the dark listening.
A sudden sound of rustling trash made Lylya jump. "They’re digging in the trash. Maybe it’s the sanitation department."
"Shhh," Kheda hissed. "It isn’t the sanitation department."
"How do you know?" Lylya whispered.
"How do I know what?"
"How do you know it isn’t the sanitation department?"
"Because everyone knows the sanitation department has forgotten number one. Oh look what you’ve done. They’ve found us now."
The rustling sound was replaced by the sound of the black plastic pulling away followed by a pushing against the flap at the opening.
"Who is it?" Kheda called out.
The pushing paused and continued. Kheda leaned forward and slowly pulled the corner of the flap open just enough to get a peek. The sound stopped.
"Can you see any—?"
"Shhhh."
Kheda pulled the flap open a tiny bit more, straining to see into the dark. Something popped through the hole and whipped across her face. She squealed, jumped back, and quickly wiped away the slimy trail. An intruder, big and black as night pushed through the flap and into the box.
"It is only Ortho!" Lylya said giggling. "He came to find me."
Kheda laughed and wrapped her arms around the manically excited overgrown black puppy who was now wreaking havoc with their tiny hut.
The two little girls took turns frolicking with the dog until he began settling in eventually finding perfect contentment sprawled out between them on the floor of the wooden box.
Finally, after yet another long quiet spell, Lylya spoke. "Let’s have it now."
"We can’t now," Kheda said. "Ortho would want it. There are only two of them and I’m not sharing."
"I’ll share with Ortho," Lylya said softly.
At the sound of his name the puppy flicked a blindingly fast tongue across Lylya’s face. She grimaced and wiped the spittle away. "Stop!" she yelled. "Stop licking my face, you dumb dog!"
"We need to make him go away first," Kheda said, riffling deep into her clothing, making sure the package was still there. "He’ll want it all. He’ll make a fuss and ruin it for both of us."
"We can’t just push him out," Lylya said, rubbing the dogs head. "He’ll be sad."
Kheda reached and pushed the dog towards the flap. "He won’t care. He’s just a dog; dogs don’t care about things like that."
The puppy resisted, pushed back out of the box and was gone.
"See, I told you," Kheda said. "He’s probably chasing rats already."
Lylya opened the flap and peered out of the wooden box. "Yes, he’s gone." She pulled the plastic down over the entrance. "We can finally eat it now."
"That dumb dog messed everything up." Kheda said, grunting and pushing herself deeper into the box. "Now we must relax all over again. I’m not going to eat it until I’m completely relaxed."
She lay for a time looking up at the top of the box. Finally, she reached deep into her clothing, pulled out the package and held it close to the flickering candlelight.
Lylya looked on eagerly as Kheda used her teeth to tear the plastic away. She fumbled a moment before pulling one of the golden pastries from the package and handing it to Lylya.
"What is it again?" Lylya said, her mouth watering.
"It was an American delicacy before the day of the asteroid," Kheda said quietly, "only for movie stars and rich people. Father paid a large price for it when he was in Moscow last month. He brought it home and gave it to me to celebrate my birthday. I told him I wanted to share it with my very best cousin before Ramadan so he let me bring it here to Grozny." She eyed her own pastry hungrily. "It’s called a… Twinkie," she said, stumbling over the English word.
Lylya laughed. As was the case with all Chechen school children, she had learned the basics of the English language. She had always found the language odd sounding. "That’s a funny word," she said, "say it again."
"Tr…Twinkie."
Lylya giggled. "It sounds like water dripping in a bucket."
Kheda had already taken her first tiny nibble and was completely involved in savoring every delicious morsel. She chewed a moment and pulled back. "Hurry, try it! I don’t want to be finished before you even start."
Lylya pushed the pastry into her mouth, bit off a tiny morsel, closed her eyes and slowly, methodically rolled the creamy filling over her tongue. Never in her life had she tasted anything so entirely luscious….
~~~
Maria pulled away and looked up into Todd’s eyes. "Was that what I think it was?" She buried her face in his chest. "That was the most— beautiful…."
"It was—amazing," Todd breathed.
Maria pressed her cheek to his and whispered in his ear."I love you. I love you—I love you forever."
They locked in tender embrace until Todd pulled back and moved a tuft of hair away from her face. “We were so close,” he said softly, “and then we just….” He paused considering his words before continuing. “And then we just… joined.”
Maria gasped. “Oh my God, Todd, yes! I felt it too. We joined like we were together as…one person. It was so…real.”
Todd slowly shook his head in wonder. “That was just… that was just mystical.”
Maria raised her eyes towards him, her face full of child-like astonishment. “Is that how it always is?”
Todd blinked the tears away and swallowed the lump in his throat. “No,” he groaned, his voice breaking. “That’s not…that’s not how it always is.”
She intently gazed up at him, her wide eyes glistening in the firelight. “People don’t usually become…together when they love?”
“Never…” Todd said. “They never…become together…never.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know…maybe it’s because they…think…”
“They think?”
“Their mind is not…they’re not completely there or…I don’t know but it’s, just different.”
Maria’s eyes glazed with tears. “Really? Our love is different?”
“Oh, God yes,” Todd said breathlessly. “Ours is different. Maybe...maybe that was what it was like before the… before fantasy and… inadequacy and… ego took over the world. When men and women didn’t have all this…crap to think about all the time.”
“No,” Maria said, her voice little more than a whisper. “It’s not for everyone else. It was never for anyone else. It’s just for us. It’s a gift just for us and no one else. We can choose to believe that, can’t we?”
Todd gently squeezed her. “Let’s do,” he said.
They lay together in contented silence for a time until a soft cackling sound rose from the hall outside the bedroom.
"The baby," Maria moaned. "He’s waking up."
Todd moved to get up."I’ll get him."
"Not yet," Maria said, holding on to him.
The cackling sound turned into impatient squawks.
"He sounds hungry."
"No," Maria said, pulling him back.
A high pitched wail rose and fell. Maria sighed and rolled away from Todd. "Why now?"
Todd threw the covers off and lay silently looking up at the ceiling.
"Wasn’t it sweet?" Maria said, her eyes welling with tears. "Can we do it again, all the time, every day?"
The wailing returned. Todd groaned and rolled away. He pulled his pants on, wandered into the living room, and made a quick right up the stairs to the loft.
~~~
He had seen the children mysteriously appear from within the trash pile in the alley and was reasonably certain he hadn’t been spotted.
Holding his breath in anticipation, he ducked behind an oversized trash can. The two little girls continued moving towards him. Within moments they were turning right onto Khankalskaya Street. He quickly glanced up and down the deserted street and back towards the girls who were by then practically on top of him. His heart thumped in his chest as he crouched, waiting for the right moment when he would leap out and…
Without warning he was accosted from behind by a great black beast. He reached for his weapon but it was too late. The beast was already upon him smearing his face with spittle. He yelped, went for his Kalashnikov and fired point blank into the beast…. But the beast kept coming…
"Sharpuddin!" Kheda hollered, surprised by the sudden appearance of her slightly older brother. "What are you doing here?"
Sharpuddin, lying prone on the ground, ignored his sister. "Pap – Pap Pap – Pap – Pap!" he shouted, pointing the stick at the wildly giddy puppy, now bouncing and barking in response to this strange new turn of events.
"Sharpuddin," Kheda said, "why are you lying there? Have you been following us?"
"Why do you call me Sharpuddin, Cossack? I am commander Khattab… and my face is the last face you shall see! Pap – Pap … Pap – Pap – Pap… Pap!"
"Stop making that noise," Kheda hollered. "Mother told you to leave us alone. And quit pointing that stick at us."
"Mother is a woman," Sharpuddin said, sneering. "Soon I’ll be a great Chechen fighter and she will no longer tell me what to do."
"She’s a woman with a big stick who still makes you cry every time it reddens your butt!" Kheda hollered.
Sharpuddin flushed and turned away from his cousin Lylya.
"He is only being kind," Lylya said, bristling. "No woman could ever hurt Sharpuddin unless he allowed it."
Kheda turned and laughed. "Lylya loves Sharpuddin!"
"No I don’t!" Lylya yelled, her face turning crimson.
Sharpuddin tried not to smile, but it was no use. He countered by quickly turning away. "I don’t have time to stand around talking to little girls," he said, walking north on Khankalskaya Street.
At precisely the same moment, Ortho the black puppy caught their collective attention. Sharpuddin stopped mid step. The puppy was staring strangely into the distance, his lips curled, the hair on his back uncharacteristically standing on end. He wasn’t moving, just standing there… staring.
"Ortho?" Lylya said nervously. "Are you OK?" She reached out to him. He snapped at her. She recoiled. The black puppy barked once, spun, and began running wildly away.
"Did he bite you?" Kheda said, reaching for Lylya’s hand.
"No… he just…"
That’s when they heard it, coming toward them from the west…
~~~
The baby was bawling now, kicking his tiny feet in frustration.
"Okay, Josh," Todd said as he approached. "I’m here now… sorry to make you wait, buddy."
He pulled the baby up, nestled him against his chest, moved down the stairs and back into the hall. He turned into the bedroom and found Maria crying, her face in the pillow."What’s wrong, sweetheart?" he said as he approached.
Maria looked up with tear filled eyes. She wiped her tears away, reached for the baby and shook her head. Todd handed the baby over and she pressed him to her breast. He hungrily took it and lay silently drinking, his tiny hands working away in contentment. Maria began crying again.
"Sweetheart, what is it?" Todd said, concerned.
"This can’t last."
"What?"
"This can’t possibly last—it’s too perfect."
Todd laughed and began stroking her hair.
"Why are you laughing?" she said. "I’m serious. Nothing this perfect could last."
“You act like we ain’t got nothing to say about that,” Todd said, still rolling his hand through her hair.
Maria pulled back, sniffed and studied his face with a new look. "Do all the men in Oklahoma have that deep velvet sound to their voice… that slow, rambling accent that just makes me want to chew their clothes off?"
Todd lay down next to her and put his arm under his head. "Nope, just me."
"You’d better be telling me the truth," Maria said menacingly. "Did you love it? Was it the most beautiful thing you’ve ever done? It wasn’t… just normal? You have to tell me the truth."
"It was the most beautiful thing I've ever done," Todd said, softly.
"No- no," Maria said. "You have to promise. Let me see your hands."
"My fingers ain’t crossed," he said, "but that could be a lie too, you know. That’s just a kid’s game—"
"No Todd," Maria said, putting her hand to his lips. "Don’t say that. That’s our sign; you remember? Let’s make a pact between us… just us. If we lie about the fingers, we have to...we burn up in hell forever."
Todd Laughed. "Okay, I promise."
"So," Maria said, looking very serious. "In the presence of the fingers, you have to promise that our love is for no one else; never for anyone else. It’s just for us. It’s a gift just for us and no one else."
Todd smiled and raised his hands, exposing all his fingers.
"I do hereby solemnly swear," he said. His expression slowly turned serious. "What happened to us was real, the way God made it to be…pure love. We both felt it.”
Maria smiled, wiped a tear from her face and sniffed. "God huh? You’re all about God now?"
Todd smiled and looked away. "Well, we’ve seen things— I suppose there is a God but… I don’t know anything about him— or her, not even sure if I like him."
"Or her," Maria said grinning.
They both sat for a time silently watching the baby eat, listening to the sounds of the birds squabbling outside the open bedroom window. The sun was dropping behind the towering mountain peak and it was getting dark.
Maria giggled and put her hand to her mouth. "Were those orgasms?"she said, looking up at him.
Todd laughed. "Yes, Ma'am, I believe they were."
She giggled and shrugged in another way Todd found endearing.
He quieted and went back to stroking her hair. "It meant as much to you as it did to me, didn’t it?"
"Ooh," she said shivering, "let’s do it again."
"Hurry up, kid," Todd said, rolling his hand over his son’s tiny head. The baby stretched, lost the nipple, found it again and returned to his mother’s breast with renewed interest.
Someone knocked at the door. Todd looked out the window into the darkening sky. “Who could that be?"
~~~
As Lylya returned to consciousness she slowly became aware of the sound of screaming, distant at first, then closer. It took her another moment to realize the screaming was her own. She sat bolt upright, quickly checking her surroundings. It was getting dark. How long had she been unconscious? Kheda was laying in a fetal position a few feet away. She looked to the right. Sharpuddin was walking in a tight circle, his hands covering his ears.
Debris from the poorly constructed buildings lay scattered about. A large brick had tumbled to the ground, narrowly missing them. Lylya looked up. The wall the brick had been a part of was ominously leaning towards them twenty feet directly above their heads.
She reached for Kheda’s hand and pulled her to her feet. "We have to get out of here!" she shouted. "The city is falling on us!"
She pulled Kheda into the deserted street. Sharpuddin joined them as they began running towards home. Others ran past them.
Within a block of the apartment, they turned a corner and all but collided with Kheda and Sharpuddin’s father, Abbas.
"Where have you been?" he yelled.
Lylya pulled to a stop and stood looking up at him, winded. Kheda and Sharpuddin slid to a stop behind her.
"Hurry!" Abbas said. "Everyone is sick with worry. Is anyone injured?"
Kheda glanced around at the other children and back at her father. "No…Father, what happened?
"We’ll talk when your mothers know you are unhurt." He turned and trotted back down the street from where he had come. The children quickly followed.
The sound of wailing made them pull to stop only feet from the apartment door. They shared a collective glance before pushing through and dashing down the stairs.
"My child!" her mother cried as Lylya blasted into the tiny room. "Praise be to Allah!"
"Sharpuddin…Kheda," their mother called out." Where have you been? We thought you had been killed!" She jumped towards them, but Sharpuddin pulled away.
"Why would you worry, woman?" he said solemnly. "Kheda and Lylya were with me."
Lylya rushed forward and clung to her mother’s dress. "What happened, Mother? I don’t remember anything."
Sharpuddin surveyed the room. "Was anyone here injured?"
"No, thank God," his mother said. Her tone turned sharp and angry. "But we thought the worst had happened!"
Lylya’s wide eyes stared up at her mother."Was it an earthquake?"
"That was no earthquake!" Grandmother Satziyta said.
Abbas raised his hand. "Mother, these things are not for the ears of children."
"If these things are not for the ears of children,” Grandmother Satziyta said, “then why does almighty Allah choose to let them suffer along with the rest of us?"
Abbas sighed deeply. "I suppose Allah has chosen it so…the little ones have no choice but to understand."
He looked down at the children’s panicked faces. "Number one was rocketed," he said solemnly. "The very alley where you children play each day was rocketed. It’s by almighty Allah’s grace that you three are alive still."
"Rocketed?" Sharpuddin said. "Who—"
"The great Satan has decided to kill us again," Grandmother Satziyta growled through clenched teeth.
Kheda turned to face Grandmother Satziyta. "Who is that? Who is the Great Satan?"
"The Cossacks," Grandmother Satziyta said. "Putin and his Godless Russia."
Lylya was shaken by a sudden blast. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling. Another blast knocked her to the ground. She staggered to her feet and quickly joined the yelling grownups clinging to each other in the tiny single room apartment.
"This building can’t take much more of this!" Lylya’s mother yelled. "It barely stands as it is."
Kheda’s father raised his hands."We should leave. The Russians intend to bomb Grozny into oblivion. We must go to the mountains of the Nozhai-yurt, Vedeno, and the Shatoi districts. Basayev and Khattab’s forces have made a stand. They will protect us there!"
"The Russians will not attack us," Kheda’s grandfather said. "They are not trying to hit us! They are trying to hit the cursed Wahhabites, who hide and fight amongst the women and children like the cowards they are!"
"It’s not the same as when you were in the military, father," Kheda’s mother said as she crouched over her children. "It’s different now…Putin is different. He’ll have us all dead."
Another blast rocked the apartment, this one even closer than the others.
Grandmother Satziyta hissed like a snake."Basayev! It’s him and his kind who have brought the Russians down upon us again! No one asked me if I wanted this war."
"Mother," Lylya shouted. "What’s happening? What are we going to do?"
Another blast all but knocked the huddling family to the floor.
Kheda’s father stepped forward, taking charge. "Go! We must get out of here. Where is everyone? Is everyone here?"
"Why must we always go?" Grandmother Satziyta wailed. "Why must it always be us? What have we done? We are civilians; we have nothing to do with this."
"When elephants fight the grass suffers," Abbas said loudly.
He glanced around the tiny room and hollered. "Everyone, get only the things you need to keep warm. We are leaving."
"I will not," Grandmother Satziyta said. "When Stalin told us to go my family went. It only got worse. I will not leave my home again—"
Another blast interrupted her.
"This is not our home, Mother," Abbas said quickly. "We are akkintsy clan. Home will always be Dagestan. We will return—"
Another explosion buckled the roof above their heads. More debris rained down on them.
"This way!" Abbas yelled through the dust.
Everyone, Grandmother Satziyta included, ran for the door leading out of the tiny apartment. Within moments they were in the street and huddling together.
"Follow me!" Abbas hollered. He turned and began running west on Kirov Street. The family followed.
"Slow down!" Lylya’s mother yelled as they turned left on Khankalskaya Street ."Mother can barely keep up with us!"
Moments later the family, shocked by what they saw, slowed to a complete stop. The city of Grozny was hardly recognizable. Most of the familiar buildings had already been bombed into rubble.
A group of men rounded the corner and passed them, heading in the other direction.
"Keep going," Abbas said, motioning the family forward. They turned another corner and automatic gunfire obliterated Abbas where he stood. Kheda’s mother quickly followed and fell into a heap on the bloody ground next to her husband. The family screamed.
Kheda moved forward towards her dead parents, but Sharpuddin took hold of her arm and dragged her back.
Lylya stood motionless, staring at the surreal scene.
Kheda’s grandfather slowly moved towards his stricken daughter and fell to his knee’s beside her. He turned to look into the direction of the gunfire. "Why?" he moaned. "Why have you done this? I am Colonel Junaidova vakha!" he cried out as he pounded his chest in despair. "This is my family. I was fighting fascists and Afghans before you were born—"
A cold white spotlight lit up the area exposing the entire horrific sight. Bodies were strewn round about, men women and children, lying scattered like rags blown in the wind.
An eerie moment of silence and another burst from a Kalashnikov sent Kheda’s Grandfather to the ground.
Grandmother Satziyta slowly moved forward shaking her fist in defiance. "What would your mother’s think of you today, you… you gang of shameless swine. You will forever be cursed of God—" Her words were cut off by another volley of gunfire.
Suddenly Sharpuddin was pulling Lylya away. Kheda was running along with them. Then they were at the hut; the hut under the trash. They pushed through the plastic and collapsed onto the cardboard floor, sobbing.
~~~
Todd found a shirt, went to the cabin’s front door and opened it. Louis Fasbender and his wife Gladys stood on the cabin porch shivering, their arms crossed over their chests, their aging faces pulled up in matching grimaces.
"Hey, guys, what’s up?" Todd said. "Boy, it got cold out here quick. Come on in before you freeze."
Louis grunted and stepped in. "Where’s my godson."
Gladys scowled at her husband. "You’re supposed to say hello, Louis.”
"Can’t help it, I haven’t seen that boy in two days."
"Oh," Todd said grinning, "you know what? He just finished his supper and he’ll be bringing mom out shortly." He leaned back and hollered down the hall. "Maria, Louis and Gladys are here."
The trio stepped into the tiny living room.
Gladys looked the place over. "Your cabin is bigger than ours," she said as she sat in Todd and Maria’s overstuffed western style loveseat.
Louis frowned and pulled his eyebrows together."No it isn’t. They’re all exactly the same. A-frame with the same sized bedroom loft over the same sized living area with the same hall leading to the bathroom and master bedroom. Exactly 894 cubic feet of—"
"Oh shut up!" Gladys barked.
Todd laughed and went about the business of lighting the many gas lanterns Maria had strategically placed about the room. He didn’t want to say it, but there was a good reason Gladys thought of her cabin as smaller than the rest. Louis had filled every crack and corner with odds and ends ranging from old lawnmower engines to fossils the size of basketballs, things he had managed to find around Parktown or drag off the mountain.
Maria, on the other hand, had insisted on keeping their cabin sparsely furnished. She had thrown herself into the place, scouring nearby Park City’s store fronts and shops, bartering whatever she could to perfectly match the décor down to the dinner dishes in the meticulously organized cupboards.
The walls were adorned with well placed groupings of hand brushed mountain paintings and portraits of an unknown family. She had insisted on keeping the portraits where they were on the walls, saying it felt even more like a home… like a family home.
While others in Parktown spent much of their time grumbling about the new living standard, Maria seemed to flourish. She obviously loved her new primitive, uncomplicated life. She was right, Todd thought. She was nothing like that spoiled, cynical person back at UCLA.
As he lit the last lantern, visions of his afternoon with Maria returned to him. He found himself incredibly aroused.
"Hi guys," Maria said, appearing in the hall. She was holding the baby, wearing loose fitting jeans and a dark tee shirt. Todd grinned amorously at her. She glanced over at him and smiled back, blushing.
"Give me that boy," Louis said, reaching. Maria moved to him and gently placed the blanketed baby in his arms.
Gladys leaned in and pulled the blanket away from his face. The baby greeted her with a sudden sweet smile. "Oh Josh, you are the most precious little thing."
"He’s beautiful, isn’t he?" Louis said, looking up at Todd.
Todd grinned and moved to the living room fireplace, pulled a good sized pine log from the nearby bin and tossed it into the fire. "It’ll be warm in here in a few minutes," he said, making his way towards the matching western couch next to the love seat. Maria joined him and they both leaned forward, admiring their baby.
Louis giggled as the wide eyed baby cooed and grinned. He brushed his finger over the baby’s spittle-soaked chin and looked back up at Maria. "He’s so beautiful you’d think he was your child."
"Oh, stop,” Maria said.
Todd leaned in."Truth is, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Everything I’ve ever read, or understood about Jesus suggested he was physically average, never really standing out in a crowd. Maybe I’m just prejudiced but— Joshua is so perfect."
"You’re not prejudiced," Gladys said looking up. "I knew he was special the moment I delivered him."
"I also read," Todd continued, "that cloned animals don’t always turn out exactly like the host."
"That’s with things like fur spots and defects," Louis said, still smiling down at the child in his lap. "With the possible exception of the little birth mark on his earlobe I think we can assume Joshua looks exactly like Jesus did at this age. Maybe as he grows older the imperfections will become more apparent."
Todd nodded."Hmm, maybe… by the way, Maria said she saw a stranger on the mountain."
"Yeah," Maria said, "around noon, up by the hollow where you shot that big deer."
Louis brightened. "Four point… beautiful little creature. He came out from behind that stump—"
"Louis," Gladys said interrupting. "Maria’s concerned about a stranger on the mountain."
"So what if a stranger is on the mountain?" Louis said flatly, looking back down at the baby. "Strangers are good. What’s her name… Tina and Angela, and that, oh— what’s her name… Hanna woman on the mountain, all need mates."
"Mates?" Gladys repeated shaking her head.
"Yeah,” Todd said, “but this guy was hollerin’ at Maria."
Louis looked up. "Hollering? Hollering what?"
Maria shrugged and flipped a hand. "I’m not sure. He was saying something about not going into the trees. It seemed weird."
"We know it’s a stretch," Todd said, "I mean, the Vinces couldn’t possibly know where we are—"
"Oh no, Todd!" Maria said. "I never even thought about that."
"Hmm", Louis grunted.
Todd glanced up at Louis. What?"
"Not my business," Louis said, returning to tickle the baby’s chin.
Maria frowned and looked at Todd before returning her attention to Louis."What isn’t your business?"
"Just an outsider’s opinion," Louis said, grinning down at the child.
Todd and Maria glanced at one another and looked back at Louis. "What’s on your mind?" Todd said.
"Won’t get mad?" Louis asked looking up.
"Of course not," Maria said quietly.
"I don’t think you kids are thinking this thing out," Louis said as he handed the baby over to Gladys. "So what if this guy on the mountain was with the Vinces. Would it necessarily be a bad thing? They probably have resources we can’t imagine, specifically set up for Joshua… and—" his voice trailed off.
"Go on," Todd said.
Louis sighed, looked at Maria and back at Todd. "Have you kids considered their rights in this matter, how invested they are in this baby? They did, after all, fund the cloning process. Millions of dollars were undoubtedly spent. From the outside looking in, I think you two have some moral responsibility here. Gladys feels the same way."
Gladys jerked her head up and glared at Louis. "Don’t talk for me! How do you know how I feel?" She looked back down and continued playing with the child on her lap. After a short time she glanced back up. "It just…it just occurred to us that…Louis and I are academics. We are both heavily invested in the sciences. We feel there is so much to be learned from your son’s miracle birth, so much to be shared—"
"I’m not giving my child up," Maria said. "I don’t care how much there is to be learned. Joshua is ours."
Gladys looked at Louis and back at Maria. "Who said anything about taking Joshua? Why would you two think anyone would try to take your baby away? We’re just saying you should share him with the world. He is, after all, the clone of Jesus Christ."
"They tried," Maria said. "They tried to take him."
Todd nodded in agreement and leaned forward. "The Vinces ain’t what you think. It isn’t all science with them. They’re controlling… and powerful—"
"Obviously you two have very strong feelings about this," Gladys said, holding up her hand. "It’s really none of our business. You two are doing a wonderful job raising our little Josh, and we’ll not say another word… will we, Louis?"
"No more words," Louis said as he tugged on the baby’s hand.
Todd and Maria exchanged long glances before Maria turned her attention to Gladys. "Todd said something about Vicki Tanner being sick."
"She’s resting," Gladys said. "She’s delusional and paranoid. We had to restrain her. I admit I don’t fully understand this… CreutzJake. I’m not even sure if that’s the correct diagnosis."
Maria smiled."Thank God you’re here. People say you’re the only doctor in all of old Utah. They say there are only a few in the entire western states."
"Most doctors had the wherewithal to get off the mainland," Todd said.
Gladys readjusted her position on the couch opting for a better view of the baby. "Well it’s nice to be wanted, but it’s a heavy responsibility. Thank goodness for Todd and Debby."
"Debby?" Maria said.
"Oh, Todd didn’t tell you? We have a new intern for the clinic. The Mums sent her over from Salt Lake."
Maria glanced at Todd and back at Gladys. "No, he didn’t say anything to me."
"I forgot all about it," Todd said.
Maria turned and pushed the hair away from Todd’s eyes.
"Todd’s going to be a good MD," Gladys said. "He’s a great intern…very quick study."
Todd grinned. "It took the end of America to finally get me an internship."
He looked down at Maria and smiled, Maria gazed back at him. They sat in silence for a time staring into each other’s eyes.
"So I guess Maria’s no longer a virgin," Louis said.
Gladys jerked her face up and stared in front of her slowly shaking her head. "Louis—" she moaned.
Maria laughed, blushing bright red.
"What?" Louis said, looking at his wife. "Okay, I shouldn’t have said anything. I suppose it’s a personal mater."
Gladys glared at Louis."Do you think?"
Maria grinned up at Todd.
Todd laughed.
"It’s just that Maria made it known she was a virgin the day Josh was born. It’s obvious by the way these two are looking at each other that—"
"Louis!" Gladys yelled, "you won the Nobel Prize… you’re a genius. Ponder a way to change the subject!"
Louis grunted. "I apologize… I suppose I can be a little… blunt—"
Todd put his palms up."No, no, don’t worry about it. I… you know—"
"It’s true," Maria said, taking hold of Gladys’s hand.
Todd looked down at her, shocked.
"Oooh," Gladys sang, "that’s wonderful! When… how? I mean… don’t tell me the details—"
"It just happened," Maria said, her face beaming. "I used to be asexual, you know, but it just… I love Todd so much it must have been stronger."
Gladys laughed and squeezed Maria’s hand. "You’ve never been asexual, my dear. Physiologically asexual women simply do not produce the kinds of pheromones needed to conjure up a perfectly feminine creature such as yourself. Almost certainly, your problems were psychological in nature, but that’s all behind us now, isn’t it."
"Yes," Maria said. "It’s behind us."
"Must have been tough on you, aye?" Louis said, winking at Todd. "Must have had the patience of Job."
Gladys swiped at Louis with her hand but missed.
Todd and Maria laughed.
"There’s an old Oklahoma saying," Todd said finally. "The fastest way to move cattle is slowly."
"Oh," Maria shouted. "He was workin’ me….I’m a cow!"
"You’ll remember the first time for the rest of your life," Gladys said grinning. "I am nearly 70 years old and I still remember the first time I made love like it was yesterday."
"Mmm," Maria said, smiling at Louis dreamily. "Was it sweet?"
"Don’t know," Louis said. "Wasn’t there."
Gladys smiled whimsically and nodded.
Someone banged at the door again.
~~~
"That cursed dog of yours!" Sharpuddin wheezed. "He’s going to get us killed!"The children were huddling together in the corner of the wooden box buried in the trash.
It hadn’t taken Ortho, the black puppy, long to locate the children and began his sempiternal barking.
Sharpuddin pushed his hands to his ears. If only he could go back one more time. Back to yesterday; back to morning time. He would awaken to the sounds of his family murmuring, laughing and bickering... Grandmother Satziyta complaining… the smell of breakfast cooking… the soft sounds of the city... the cool breeze of morning... everyone methodically going about their everyday lives.
"I have to go out there," Sharpuddin said. "That dog’s going to lead the Cossacks right to us.
"No," Kheda breathed. "We have to stay together."
"If I don’t shut him up they will find us. I’ll just go out there long enough to chase him away, that’s all. I’ll be careful."
"You won’t leave?" Kheda moaned.
"Of course I won’t leave."
"You’ll swear?"
"What?"
"You’ll swear you won’t leave us?"
"I swear I won’t leave you, I’m just going—"
"You’ll swear to it…upon payment of death?"
Sharpuddin looked into the terrified eyes of his little sister."Upon payment of death, I swear it." He placed the palm of his right hand against his mouth and swiped the fingers of his left hand across his throat. "Upon payment of death," he repeated solemnly.
Kheda’s breath quickened. "Hurry."
Sharpuddin slowly lifted the black plastic flap covering the entrance of the box. "Shut-up you worthless dog!" he said as loud as he dared.
The puppy, vigilantly standing guard, whirled and ran to him. Sharpuddin took a swing and caught the confused puppy across the left ear. It yelped and backed off.
"Get out of here!"
The bewildered puppy circled a few times before returning to its spot and its incessant barking.
Sharpuddin looked around for something, anything to throw. He found an old bottle and bounced it off Ortho’s head, finally sending the black puppy bounding away.
"Come out!"
The sound came from the alley.
"Come out!" The hoarse voice hollered again, this time in Chechen.
Sharpuddin looked back at the two wide eyed little girls, pushed his way out of the box and began sprinting away deeper into the alley.
Gunfire erupted. Sharpuddin’s left leg was violently kicked out from under him. He collapsed to the ground and skidded to a stop. He heard Kheda scream, watched her scramble out of the box and look wildly around for him. "Sharpuddin!" she screamed again, running towards him.
"Stop!" the Russian shouted.
Sharpuddin watched in horror as Kheda continued running, ignoring the command to stop. He could hear Lylya, abandoned and alone within the box, shrieking hysterically.
He slowly rose up to greet Kheda. "You should have stayed," he moaned. "They never would have found you!"
"You left us!" Kheda yelled. "You swore… upon payment of death!" She had his coat and was shaking him.
Lylya’s screams crescendoed. A Cossack was dragging her out of the box by her hair. He dropped her to the ground and she rushed to join Kheda and Sharpuddin. The two little girls fell on each other sobbing.
Within moments three armed Russian soldiers were standing over them. The oldest one glared down on them, "Kill them!" he said, turning to leave.
"But sir," one of the younger soldiers said, "they are but children."
"They are but Chechen," the older soldier grunted as he walked away.
The two younger soldiers stood considering the sobbing children before turning their attention to each other.
"Well…shoot them!" one soldier told the other.
"I’m not going to shoot them. You shoot them!"
One of the soldiers turned back towards the children, pondered a moment and said. "Go… get out of here!"
The children looked up at them numbly.
The soldier glanced over his shoulder and back at the children."Did you hear what I said? Get out of here while you still can. Stay out of the light. Get out of the city and head for Vedeno District…Makhkety…On the outskirts of khatuni. It’s a camp, you’ll be safe there!"
Kheda slowly rose and helped Sharpuddin to his feet. Lylya, still sobbing, lifted Sharpuddin’s arm over her shoulder and the children sidestepped the two soldiers and moved away as fast as they could. They reached Khankalskaya Street, turned right and nearly collided with the older soldier. He whirled, took hold of Lylya’s clothing and violently pushed her against a wall. Kheda staggered against the weight of her brother and tumbled to the street.
“What is this?” the older man bellowed. “I left orders to shoot this vermin.”
“They, got away from us!” one of the younger soldiers shouted.
“They got away from you, did they?” the older Cossack snarled. “Let me show you how to put an end to that!”
He un-holstered a side arm and pushed it into Lylya’s face. Kheda and Sharpuddin screamed in unison as the pistol emitted a benign muffled misfire. A spark jumped from the firing pin igniting the older man’s coat sleeve. He grunted in annoyance and quickly patted it out before aiming the pistol once more at Lylya’s forehead. Without warning his sleeve inexplicably re-ignited and the entire sleeve burst into flame. One of the younger soldiers leapt forward trying to pat the flames out.
The fire immediately spread to the older Cossack’s thick beard and his entire face lit up like a flaming tree. The remaining soldier rushed forward and tried to force the screaming man to the ground only to explode into flames himself, as if he were doused in gasoline. All three men were suddenly enveloped in flames, screaming and writhing on the ground in front of the children. Lylya jumped away and scooted back under Sharpuddin’s arm. The three children raced away from the horror.
~~~
"Todd!" a voice called from behind the door. Todd stood and moved once more to the cabin door.
Nigel Hembury was standing on Todd and Maria’s porch wearing a pullover cap covering his head and ears. His neck and lower face were wrapped in a thick knitted shawl. Massive mittens, woven from the same brown material, made a caricature of his hands as they gripped the top buttons of his green goose-down parka. Insulated bib overalls rose from heavy boots and covered his spindly legs.
"Vicki Tanner is gone," Nigel said, pulling the shawl away from his mouth. "We’re rounding up everyone to look for her."
"It’s freezing," Todd said. "Do you think there’s a chance she could be out in the weather?"
Nigel sighed and shook his head. "God, I hope not; that poor sweet lady."
"Come in Nigel, before you freeze to death."
Louis moved up and joined the conversation. "Vicki’s missing?"
"Hey, Professor," Nigel said, waving his bulbous glove.
"Come in," Todd repeated.
"I can’t," Nigel said. "We have to find her now. They don’t even think she has a coat with her, poor thing."
Louis turned and began moving away. "We’ll be right out. We’ll join you.”
"No," Nigel said. "Go straight to Bob Tanner’s house. They’re coordinating the effort there. I’m charged with banging doors, making sure she isn’t with anyone, or in any of the cabins. Hurry, please." He quickly turned and disappeared into the dark. Todd and Louis returned to the living room.
"Did you hear?" Todd said. "Vicki’s missing."
Gladys was already standing, passing the baby over to Maria. She moved towards her heavy coat splayed over Todd and Maria’s lounge chair. "You can catch up to us at Bob’s cabin."
"I’ll be right there," Todd said as Louis and Gladys moved out the front door into the cold night. Todd went to Maria and gently stroked her arm. "I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably in someone’s cabin. I’ll be back as soon as I can."
"Find that poor girl," Maria said. "Can you imagine being out alone on a night like this?"
Todd pulled his baby’s blanket away, kissed his tiny forehead and went in search of his coat.
~~~
Vicki Tanner, dressed only in a nightgown, could no longer feel her slipper-clad feet. Still, she trod the crusted snow, moving ever forward through the dark night against the stinging December wind. She had to stay in the dark recesses behind the cabins, out of sight of anyone who would want to try and stop her. And they would certainly try to stop her.
Her nose and ears had stopped burning and her once lovely face was now crusted with unkempt hair matted with frozen snot.
She fell to her hands and knees again. Her icy blue hands, naked and knotted into permanent fists, were ripped open again. She teetered, went all the way to her face and lay a moment moaning. Her slow, hypothermic brain knew only that she needed to be there, to do what she had to do.
Finally, she lifted herself to her knees and back upright to her unsteady legs. She looked into the distance holding her bloody fist out in front of her face in a maladroit attempt to hold back the freezing wind.
She was desperately trying to focus when she saw him. He was coming out of the cabin. She ducked, stumbled behind a small storage shed, and stood quietly, her face pulled into a frozen grimace. Finally she peeked out from behind the shed and saw the man quickly making his way down the lane into the dark.
"N-Nigelll," she said through clenched teeth. Her eyes blurred, and focused again. "Baywee," she moaned, holding her fists out. She staggered forward and stood teetering just outside the cabin’s living room window.
The door opened. She turned and stumbled back into the dark. Two more figures dressed in heavy clothing stepped out and quickly moved away.
She began moving around the cabin searching for a way in. "N-Nigeeelll,"she moaned as she stumbled. "Baywee."
She had all but made a full circle when she spotted it, a bedroom window left slightly ajar. She moved and quietly pushed the window open, looked around, and tried to pull herself inside. Her arms were worthless. She could hardly raise them, much less pull herself through a window. She tried again, and again, each attempt becoming more hopeless. Finally, she fell away sobbing.
"Baywee," she wailed falling backwards against the cabin.
She slid to the frozen ground and sat crying. Something caught her attention and her eyes slowly focused on a large wheelbarrow leaning against a nearby shed. She crawled forward and managed to wrestle it back.
She stood in the wheelbarrow and painfully lifted one bloody leg into the window, and then the other. Finally she slipped inside and pushed the window closed behind her.
The room was heavenly warm and smelled of sweet lilac. She sank to the floor and crawled against the wall. "Baywee…" she whispered one more time before losing consciousness.
~~~
"Baby, what are you doing out here?"
Maria stirred and looked up at Todd who was smiling down at her. She had made a bed of the couch and had been deep asleep under a heavy blanket. She pulled the blanket away from her face and glanced around the lantern lit room.
"Why are you out here on the couch?" Todd said again.
She stretched and returned his smile. "What time is it? Is Vicki all right?"
Todd shook his head. "It’s about eleven and there’s no sign of her. We just popped in to check on you and Josh, we’re gonna start scouring the mountain."
Maria sat up and brushed her hand over his coat. "She won’t survive the mountain. That poor woman… is Bob completely flipped?"
"He’s berserk," Todd said.
A woman appeared in the hall. Maria jumped.
"Sorry I startled you," the woman said. "I was using your bathroom. You were asleep when we came in."
"Maria, this is Debby," Todd said motioning. "We’re together… in the search, I mean. Louis insisted. He didn’t want us wandering around alone."
Maria waved her fingertips."Hi, Debby."
Even though she was heavily dressed for the cold, the woman’s striking beauty was immediately obvious. She was tall and poised, her long blond hair shining gold in the lantern light.
"So… you’re the new intern?" Maria said.
"Yeah, but Todd is much further along than me. I’m learning tons from him, and from Gladys, of course."
"You didn’t answer me," Todd said. "How come you’re sleeping out here on the couch instead of in our bed?"
"I was waiting for you," Maria said softly. "I didn’t want to go to bed without you again tonight."
Debby turned towards the door. "I’m gonna go. I’ll meet you back at Bob’s cabin." She moved out the door into the night.
"I’m sorry, baby," Todd said the moment the door closed. "This is the last time for a long time, I promise, but I have to go back out there."
She threw the blanket off her legs and sat up. "Of course you do. You want some coffee or anything before you go?"
"No," Todd said, standing up. "I only have time to say goodnight to Josh, then we have to get back out there."
He moved to the stairs and up towards the loft.
Maria, dressed once again in her old oversized shirt, pushed off the couch and went to the fireplace, pulled a new log from the hamper and threw it in.
"Maria," Todd shouted from the loft.
She prodded the fire with a poker.
"Maria," Todd said again.
She stepped back from the fireplace and moved to the center of the living room.
"Maria," he said the moment she came into view. "Where’s Josh?"
"What?"
"Josh isn’t up here. Is he down there with you?"
"He’s up there," Maria said.
"No, Josh is not here."
Maria raced up the stairs into the loft and was soon standing in front of Todd pulling at his coat.
Todd took hold of her shoulders. "Did you put him in our bed?"
"No!" she yelled. "Why would I put him in our bed?" She whirled, sprinted down the stairs and disappeared through the hall towards the bedroom. Todd raced down behind her and began frantically rifling through the disheveled bedding strewn over the couch.
"Todd!" Maria called out. Todd whirled and raced into the bedroom. He pulled to a stop and gasped. Maria was standing next to the bed, her hands covering her mouth. Vicki Tanner was lying on their bed, her ripped and bloody nightgown splayed out over her bruised and tiny form like a hellish nightmare. The expression on her matted face was serene though her nose and cheekbones had already turned dark blue on their way to black. Baby Joshua was sleeping peacefully against her chest. She had managed to pull Maria’s heavy handmade quilt over him using only her purple club-like fists.
Todd quickly moved to her and pushed his index finger against her jugular, checking for a pulse. He jumped back when Vicki’s face turned towards him.
"Shh," she said, grimacing, "you’ll wake the baby." Her speech was slow and strange. It was obvious the muscles around her mouth were no longer working properly.
Todd tried gently pulling Joshua out of her arms, but Vicki seized him, pulling him tighter to her chest.
The baby jumped and squalled.
Maria leapt onto the bed, ripped the purple fists away from her baby and tore him out of Vicki’s arms.
The baby screamed.
Maria quickly moved away, clutching the child to her. She moved into the flickering lantern light and pulled the baby’s blankets back, checking the crying child for any sign of injury.
Vicki wailed eerily, her purple fists reaching out. She rolled to her side, pulled her knees to her chest and lost consciousness.
Todd rushed to Maria and shouted over the baby’s crying. "Is he OK?"
"I don’t know!" she said panicking. "I think so!"
He reached for the baby."Bring him in the living room."
They ran to the living room together and lay the baby on the couch. Maria rushed to collect all the lanterns in sight and arranged them around Joshua while Todd carefully checked him over.
"He’s fine!" Todd yelled over the crying. "He’s just scared to death."
Maria wrapped the baby in a blanket and pulled him close to her. She rushed to the lounge chair, sat down and began gently rocking the child. He finally nestled against her, pushing his face into her chest. Maria pulled her shirt away and in an instant the child was contently drinking.
"There, you see?" Todd said breathlessly. "He’s fine, just… scared."
Maria looked up at Todd. "How did she get in here? Why didn’t I wake up?"
Todd gently stroked her hair. "I don’t know, baby, but everything is fine now—"
"What did she want?" Maria said interrupting Todd. "What did she want with Josh?"
Todd turned and glanced in the direction of the bedroom. "I’ve gotta go tell them she’s here. They’re probably already on the mountain looking for her."
"She’s in bad shape, isn’t she Todd?"
"She has frostbite injuries. I think she may lose her hands, maybe her feet. She’ll be disfigured."
"Why? Why did she do it?"
"She’s delusional," Todd said rising to his feet. "Who knows why? I have to go. You’ll have to see to Vicki until I get back.”
~~~
Maria stood over Vicki for a time before taking up the old lounge chair by the bed. Joshua was drifting off to sleep between periods of nursing. The room was quickly warming up. She had managed to change out of her old oversized shirt, pull the blanket up over Vicki and rekindle the fire while still feeding her baby. Vicki was still unconscious, maybe asleep. Maria wasn’t sure.
She sat rocking her baby until he finally fell away sound asleep. She rose, took him to his crib in the loft and returned to the bedroom. Vicki was stirring. Maria went to her knees in front of her and began gently pulling the crusty hair out of her face.
"Baywee," Vicki moaned.
"The baby’s fine," Maria said softly.
Vicki slowly opened her eyes and looked up at Maria. "Where is he?"
"He’s asleep right now. Maybe you can come back and see him tomorrow, okay?"
"Okay." Vicki said sweetly. "Mawee tomorrow I’ll come back and see… Jesus."
Maria rocked back on her knees. "What? What did you say?"
Vicki slipped back into unconsciousness.
Maria shook her shoulder. "What did you say?"
Vicki slowly returned to herself and looked back up at Maria. Her eyes appeared unsteady and out of focus.
"Can you hear me?” Maria said moving closer. "Can you talk to me?"
She nodded slowly.
Maria continued, mouthing her words carefully. "Why did you call my baby Jesus?"
Vicki nodded and smiled another sweet smile. "He is," she said. "He is baby Jesus."
"Why… what made you think my Joshua was baby Jesus?"
"They told me."
Maria felt her breath catch in her throat. "Who told you?"
Vicki began slowly slipping back into unconsciousness. Maria firmly shook her shoulder. "Vicki, come back! I need to talk with you!"
Vicki blinked and raised her heavy eyes back to Maria.
"Who told you Joshua was baby Jesus?" Maria demanded.
"They did," she said softly. "The people on the mountain did." She began drifting back into unconsciousness, then rose in the bed. She pushed forward, her face inches from Maria’s. Her eyes were wide, bloodshot and wild. The corners of her injured mouth were pulled back. Black lips stretched tight over gleaming white teeth.
"What is it you want of me, mother?" She hissed in a strange voice that sounded like a man.
Maria recoiled from the putrid stench of Vicki’s breath, jumped and pressed herself against the chair. She leapt to her feet and scrambled against the bedroom wall just as Vicki collapsed back into unconsciousness.
She stood staring down at Vicki, her hand over her chest, breath coming in short gasps.
A slow, mournful cry erupted from somewhere in the night. Another cry joined in, then an entire chorus of unearthly voices sounded. They reached a crescendo and slowly echoed away, dissipating within the dark valleys and hilltops of the mountain.
She had heard that sound before, perhaps from another life…in some movie or…nightmare. It was the sound of wolves.
She all but jumped out of her shoes at the bang of the living room door bursting open. Bob Tanner surged past her and hovered over his wife.
Todd, Debby, Louis, and Gladys quickly joined them in the crowded bedroom.
"Oh my sweet lord," Bob moaned, slowly sitting down on the bed beside her. "Why Vicki… why?" He tenderly rolled his fingers over her injured face. "She said she needed to go to the bathroom… she seemed fine. I turned away and she was gone."
He looked at Maria. "Todd told me she had your baby. I’m so sorry. She wouldn’t have hurt him… you know that don’t you?"
"Of course," Maria said, trying to smile. "No harm done."
Gladys stepped forward and put her hand on Bob’s shoulder. "Let me see her, Bob. She’s frostbitten. We have to get her to the clinic right away."
Maria moved to Todd and took hold of his hand. "I’m so glad you’re here," she said softly. "She was talking so… strange."
"What did she say?"
"She just… rambled but… she was— did you hear wolves?"
"What?"
"Wolves…did you hear wolves, just now?"
Todd looked at her and frowned. "No, sweetheart. Ain’t no wolves around here."
Her expression turned serious. She grabbed Louis’s coat and gave it a yank. "Can we talk! You and Todd…right away please!"
"What’s wrong?" Todd said, leaning toward her. "Can it wait a minute? We have to get Vicki—"
"Gladys has to prep her," she said. "It won’t take a moment!"
Maria stood, led Todd and Louis into the living room and pulled her coat from the closet. "Out here!" she demanded.
Todd glanced at Louis then at Maria. "What’s wrong?"
"We can’t talk here," she said quietly. "We have to talk outside."
They stepped out onto the porch.
Maria checked the bedroom window making certain Bob and Debby were still there and rounded on Louis.
"How could you!" she said through her teeth. She reached out and pushed him.
Louis reeled back and looked at her, confused. "Young lady, I assure you, I haven’t the foggiest idea of what it is you’re—"
"The baby!" she hissed as loudly as she dared. She looked around, stepped forward and spoke quietly. "You told Vicki about the baby. Who else have you and Gladys told?"
"You did what?" Todd said, stepping forward.
Maria turned to Todd. "She knows." She pointed at the bedroom window. "Vicki called him baby Jesus."
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