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Pazuzu – Abeyance
Chapters
Dil Cortras dares and approaches the gate on the Wall. This is the way he had come into Capital with his brother and Benedict Ishkott – the older Cortras recognizes these buildings. The new and uniform architecture in this parish accomplished its goal and made its lasting impression. After a few days of the monotonous cityscape, every block eventually becomes indistinguishable. Although, this street and the way toward Saint Erasmus is forever embedded in his memory. Dil has memorized this path into hell.
He remembers the Chosen’s military watches this street – and the surveillance is vigilant. Although, Dil Cortras has always been consciously paranoid. Patrols hunt him because he is an undocumented UnChosen migrant and he is, at least, likely an accomplice to murder. The military has already caught his little brother Hen. Both Cortras might as well be dead. If Dil recognizes this gate, he's certain the guards inside will recognize him, even if his clothes have changed.
When the demon had worn his body, Pazuzu fancies priest uniforms and dresses the older Cortras as if he is a child's doll. Lucky, because today Dil’s old blue denim shirt and jeans would have instantly given him away. Even so, he knows different clothes are not enough disguise and he feels better not being seen by anyone. He creeps close the gate and tries and remain inconspicuous, clinging in the recesses and doorways of white stucco buildings. The setting sun helps him appear dense as a shadow.
More important than hiding is finding Margot Sebash. Daylight was dying when Dil arrived at the Wall with the reporter. She then went to a gate without him, for him, and never comes back. He hunts for her red compact now and has problems seeing in the dark. The shadows in this urban canyon hide him and other figures inside their cars and trucks, all queued to exit Capital. For good or ill, the streetlights will come on soon or too late, depending who finds whom. Once the city lights do ignite and Dil sees clearly, ironically, curfew goes into effect.
Dil doubts Margot has parked her car so near the gate and so soon. He thinks she might have parked somewhere else and walks that random direction. The older Cortras then stalks back, past the last couple streets he's crossed. He doesn’t spot her car down either those directions, only endless streams of smoldering automobiles.
He doesn’t see red anywhere and assumes Margot may have parked her little compact a mile or more away. He returns someplace he judges a safe distance from the gate. He watches from his fleeting vantage point a block from the Wall, backed into an alcove and hopes he escapes being noticed.
While the sun sinks, the gate dissolves into a black hole at the base of the Chosen monument. People might stand right inside the opening and Dil saw not one. Only nervous and monotonous minutes pass while cars are rushed out of Capital and the street is empties. Their absence makes his loitering suspicious minutes before curfew officially falls. Paranoia and good sense drives Dil Cortras further from the exit. He doesn't move far and watches the hole in the Wall.
Streetlights flicker on in splatters as the sky changes dark blue, resembling a bruise. Over the rooftops and toward the west, soft glowing bands of violet and red fade with the sunset. These natural signs warn curfew is imminent and Dil still squints into the hole.
The line of cars shrinks when traffic moving either direction drains off the street. Before no one is left, the gate closes and a long metal arm drops between concrete columns. Nobody's been detained at the exit, and all day, only UnChosen who want past the Wall have been denied. Upon nightfall, everyone is restricted entry into the Promised Land.
The moon hangs low on the horizon and is concealed by tall buildings – four stories, top. Besides the currently invisible moon, the sky is black. Dil misses gazing at constellations. In the desert beyond the Wall, the sky is so clear at night that the Milky Way is visible. Conversely in cities, lights intimidate the stars and the sky remains as barren as the Shur.
While Dil languishes in his comparison, a jeep full of soldiers races by the doorway he presses himself into. The jeep resembles a shuttle for changing guards. The driver and passengers are interested only in their destination and Dil prays they do not watch for curfew violators, yet. He hopes is the case, because praying never does him any good.
For safety sake, Dil stays hidden until the jeep disappears. From where he cowers nearer the gate, the older Cortras overhears soldiers. “See you tomorrow, Jim,” one soldier bids another. More join everyone’s farewell.
“Hey, Simon,” the same soldier says when a bunch walks past Dil’s pitiful alcove. “What do you call a heathen with a colostomy?”
Dil assumes Simon answers, “This is old,” but the older Cortras is wrong.
“Shut up, Cory,” yells the joking soldier. Impatient and upset, he blurts the punch line. “Leaking!”
Soldiers moan, but Dil doesn’t understand the jape. He knows it has something to do with whatever heathen believes. He only remembers someone told him heathens think intestines have something to do with their souls. The Chosen probably think something similar, but he's never gone to Sunday school and learned.
“Go home, Danny,” says yet another man. Dil assumes this one is the actual Simon.
Curfew falls and the guards at the gate change. All the while, Dil strains, listening for Margot’s voice and hears no woman at all. She has abandoned him.
Her betrayal feels bitter, as if she just turns Dil straight over to the military. Stranding him at the gate alone after curfew is plain spiteful. He doesn’t know why she leaves him here. Thinking of his own gaffes, Dil has never said anything about lusting for that woman who attacked her. He especially did not reveal the demon brought her to Saint Erasmus for him. That will have upset the reporter and he knew enough not to say anything.
What Margot did tonight was even worst than ditching Dil Cortras. She throws his brother, Hen, to dogs. Why is she so angry with them? Dil thinks because she is a Chosen. Hatred flows in the veins of that caste. He asks himself why then did Margot say she will help him find his brother? That afternoon, the reporter had even fed him.
The confusion makes her betrayal more poignant. The trap is exactly something a Chosen woman schemes. Dil normally never trusts anyone. And hateful games, like Margot’s tonight, were why he is suspicious of everyone – and this one is downright murderous. Hen and Dil are plunged into mortal danger and the whims of the Chosen military.
Trapped, the older Cortras can only wish evil upon the fierce woman, although the Mortal God was made an example of that vice. Anyway, a curse an UnChosen wishes upon a Chosen is pathetic and as a mouse fighting a hungry snake. Dil’s curse is laughable to someone like Margot, which meant the rival theocracy of the Shur was no recourse for an UnChosen like Dil Cortras.
Luckily, he can ask a divine power he knows personally. Pazuzu will give him vengeance; the demon reveled in chaos and violence. Dil wished Margot traded places with his brother. The woman deserved wrath. Dil did try and warn her about the demon. She should have considered consequences before she left either Cortras brother in peril.
Dil's preoccupation with revenge was currently a liability – he needs to stay tuned into his environment, especially tonight. The military now actively hunts people like him, and specifically him. Oddly enough, he's confounded why a patrol had never come to Saint Erasmus before last night. He bet and put his faith in Pazuzu – the demon had hid and protected him.
Even after a patrol captured his little brother, the military doesn't comes back looking for the older Cortras. Only Margot, that traitorous reporter, and her boyfriend show-up. After curfew, the military sends patrols through the parish, and they still never come to the Saint Erasmus church.
Those soldiers then might not have been looking specifically for Dil, yet they were on hunting expeditions. They pursued whatever game was available. Dil feels like prey this evening, standing meek, unconcealed and outside in the dark. The older Cortras opens his eyes and tells himself he must stay hyper-vigilant, in case someone is watching him.
If spotted, he needs to know instantly. Above everything else this evening, he must stay invisible and undetected. When he was a kid, this game used to be fun. The circumstances and his age now makes the effort an arduous adventure.
His heart beats too loud and fast. His breathing is laborious and noisy. Tonight, his own body refuses to cooperate with the strategy he needs to survive. Inexplicably, Dil’s mind and body cooperate the same way he interacts with his detained brother. When told to do something, Hen does the exact opposite, and usually creates outcomes more disastrous than anticipated.
Tonight, Dil will not allow Hen – or rather himself – to mess up his predicament. Before the older Cortras moves, he takes a few deep breaths. He then forces himself and breathes in time to his own rhythm – a two-count – and he hopes his heart will gets the idea and adopt the pattern.
Dil remembers doing this before. He remembers walking on the streets in the Cap after curfew. Pazuzu had then guided his steps. The demon was reckless and could afford the arrogant luxury – it can pull all sorts of supernatural hocus-pocus out of thin air. Dil, on the other hand, is completely unarmed. He can’t even recall what's happened to that screwdriver shank – the one that has been so useful this past week.
Regardless, the shank is a hopeless weapon against soldiers with rifles. They will kill Dil where he stands, or more likely runs, and fabricate a lie – if the military ever needs a reason. Dil fools himself; they’d shoot him anyway for no reason.
His conscious instinct told him he first must slip away from the gate on the Wall. The task wasn't simple, soldiers inside the monument had no other place to look but down the street Dil was stranded. Currently, he slid on his back against walls, down the sidewalk between doorways in which he might duck and hide. When he crosses the whitewashed facades, the older Cortras resembles a sliding, organic growth on the architecture.
An ugly twitching mole is the only thing Dil imagines he can be; something to be removed. Chosen doctrine implies the impurity of an undocumented UnChosen was cancerous. The military trained soldiers whom excised unwanted blemishes such as himself from the Cap.
His careful hide-and-seek finished upon his arrival at the first intersection. Thankfully, a patrol had never passed. Soldiers couldn't miss seeing Dil because their headlights would have caught him in a peripheral glow. If the mounted spotlight on their jeep had also bathed building faces, Dil would have glowed as bright as lice under an ultraviolet beam.
He rationalizes he's escaped the busiest and most treacherous street this side of Capital. Unfortunately, it's the one he followed when he first entered the Cap. It led to Saint Erasmus. Dil plans traveling parallel on the next street. He decides he will head westward, once he recognizes a landmark or something else familiar. Luckily, he lands on the correct side of the street when he turns down the intersection.
All the windows and doors of buildings on both of the street are dark. Parked cars completely fill the parking spaces, leaving no room for even a bicycle between the vehicles. Dil wonders why the street facing Saint Erasmus is so empty most of the time and where all these people in this part of the Cap vanish away from their vehicles. If he still broke into cars, these huddled orphans are like money left on cafe tables.
He entertains breaking into one of the automobiles and spending the night, but then worries he'll fall asleep and be discovered in the morning. Or worst, a foot patrol will probe the interior of each car with flashlights. Dil wonders if the military did that. If so, he probably wouldn’t even hear them coming. Ducking into a car, even for a little rest, was too risky. Tonight, these vehicles are instant traps.
Streetlights on both corners flood the empty street with illumination. Dil thinks he'll sprint down the block and onto the street running parallel the one he's just left. He listens for vehicles approach before he starts running.
Silence makes the night eerie; not even a cricket chirps. While Dil runs, the fancy dress shoes the demon made him wear slap the concrete. Echos carry the noise longer and further than he prefers. He has no solution, the shoes must stay on his feet. Dil is afraid of stubbing his toe or stepping on something sharp – injury impedes progress.
The parallel street host more parked cars than the avenue Dil passes. Apartment houses and their lit exteriors line one side of the street. Dil elects to pass directly under the light and windows. He'll sneak more easily right under their noses. Although his plan isn't foolproof, the older Cortras takes into account drawbacks. He figures anyone looking outside will see him creep along the other side of the street, and he hopes that doesn't happen.
Once people are asleep, Dil anticipates his criminal passage will become less hazardous. The older Cortras moves easily pass the next few blocks without a sound from traffic. Crickets chirp again – until a hollow, slimy sound scares them to stay quiet. Dil hears it, too, and he keeps moving.
New batches of insects then sing and the sick noise slithers after them. Dil goes the other way. Capital in this direction remains sleepy and idle – so far, so good. He hears radios from open apartment windows. Combined, the constant drone of monotonous propaganda and simple hymns brainwash the weary citizens of Capital. His brother, Hen, listens to those programs, too, and he says he likes the hypnotism.
Still, people talk loud inside their apartments and their noise echoes outside. More often, they argue with each other. Dil passes quite a few buildings where he hears neighbors pound on connecting walls and yell through sheet rock. Those noises shut-up singing crickets, too.
Tempers sounds over-hot, but no one dares step outside after curfew and settle scores face-to-face – a passing patrol will put an unbiased and indisputable end to any argument. If a patrol wasn’t anywhere, everyone spying outside apartments certainly do wait to call the military and have their neighbors detained upon the merest infraction.
Hours pass sprinting and marching while lights inside more and more buildings go extinguished. The radios remain awake longer, like crying children after bedtime. The same news and sermons repeat throughout the evening. In fact, Dil knows he's heard an exactly identical sermon aired days ago. The same priest talked and everything.
The combined radio-noise did not cover the sound of the approaching jeep – the first patrol Dil Cortras must avoid. The jeep comes up fast and he is caught in its high beams. A spotlight makes the street appear as if he has strayed onto a sports field during an unattended event. Thankfully, the focus does not remain on him and the spotlight instantly jerks away. The light the jeep casts reflects into dark apartments and penetrates so sharply, Dil counts people in pictures hung on interior walls.
The apartment buildings are built close together without gaps between them – row houses. Dil can't dash to either side of the block because the patrol is almost upon him and they'd see him sprint. Without other options, he crouches behind the front tire of the car directly at his side. He grabs his ankles and bends his head between his knees, so that he might completely hide behind the hood of the car. When he was kid, Dil could easily hold the same pose. Age now stiffens him and he hopes the patrol passes as quickly as it comes.
The patrol cooperated and keeps its speed. Once they're gone, Dil collapses. He rolls backwards and throws his arms over his head. The sidewalk still feels hot from that afternoon, and that does not bother the older Cortras. Dil breathes deep and exhales, making a loud “Oof.”
While the jeep goes the direction he came, Dil takes advantage of the timing. He stands up and runs, slapping the pavement again. He takes his chance everyone has gone to sleep and hopes the racket his flippers make wake no one. Dil estimates he gets a mile before he grows too tired. The man slows then tumbles forward upon a street corner.
His peek down the street he follows reveals nothing familiar, which wasn’t a worry. Dil knows the street on which he turns west still lies ahead. He picks himself off the pavement and continues moving. The stitch in his left side eases, but his feet grow sore and blisters have probably already bloomed on the backs of his heels. He lives with the pain and knows they will tear open by dawn and expose raw flesh - so Dil hopes he'd arrives at Saint Erasmus long before daylight.
Twenty minutes or more of travel pass and another set of headlights appear ahead. A patrol had just passed, which gives Dil a sinking feeling his running had attracted attention. He considers a conscious conscientious citizen had called the military and reported suspicious activity. Even his old boots would not have created such racket – the older Cortras thinks these shoes he wore really should come off.
Dil hurries and hops into a breezeway between buildings. He then spies around the corner. Spinning yellow lights flash on the top of the vehicle and it hasn't come much closer than when Dil first saw the light. He grows curious, but doesn’t care enough to give up his concealment.
He spends his wait scouting the block before him, looking for other places he might slip into unnoticed. Very few possibilities present themselves. A few minutes pass and the yellow lights stop spinning. They still glare and now come his way. Dil hides.
When the light passes, the vehicle reveals itself to be a tow truck. The older Cortras didn’t imagine cars in the Cap are towed at night, but the idea makes sense – towing operations in many cities are owned by the military and operated by war-stressed soldiers. After curfew in Capital, there was no traffic to contend.
This was a perfect time when these unpredictable veterans might work in public. Positions available in that graveyard shift and the hours fit the qualification and attitude of a lot of those old soldiers. Tow truck drivers worked alone because most got angry too easily.
The profession attracted the sort who shot-first and later lied about circumstances. These professionals consider no differences between victims, whether one be an illegally-parked, uppity civilian car owner or a fussy colleague – letting them out at night was better for everyone.
Dil knows soldiers like them and avoids meeting any. He supposes if a situation ever went way-beyond control, many drivers just shot themselves in the head. These were guys who no longer accepted discipline.
The older Cortras witnessed something similar happen years ago, as a teenager. He wondered then if suicide reflected some old soldier code of honor. He concludes with a moral – tow tuck drivers should be avoided. Seeing one tonight worries him most because this driver was technically still a soldier and carried a military band radio in the cab of that truck.
After the tow truck is gone, the path ahead looks clear again. Dil continues stalking along his route. He spots another patrol blocks away on another street, but those soldiers never turn his way. Hours pass and he stumbles on through the night hearing noises – small, angry animals fighting.
The creatures are distant and their sounds echo above Capital. Dil doesn't recognize if the howls and growls he hears came from cats, dogs or even babies, but he knows he hears fear and death. Worried for himself, the older Cortras wonders if military patrols run up and down a single street or complete a loop every night. Knowing the pattern would have makes evasion simple. Albeit, the military probably had figured that out, too.
The street on which he must turn west lay at the corner ahead. He had no idea when the sun will rise, but dawn was bound to be away longer than he prayed. Fatigue and pain and unearthly, distant screams drag-out time implausibly slow. Dil turns the corner and presses further into night.
He seriously entertains stealing a car, but recalls that was how his brother got caught. Dil continuously reminds himself of the fact while he marches. The reminder becomes a mantra that keeps him moving on foot.
“They got your brother in a car,” Dil chants under his breathe.
The cadence in his own voice pulls him into another Capital parish. The unnatural noises behind him stop at its signpost. The wooden post reads Saint Almus. Dil mumbles “Which one is that? Who names these places?”
He enters a neighborhood filled strictly with residential houses and apartment buildings. This part of Capital now includes underground parking. Some buildings feature open vestibules and ornate metal gates. A dog lurking inside one entryway first hears the older Cortras. The animal then sees his shadow move across the street. The dog barks an alarm.
Even if the entry was lit, Dil could not have seen the tiny animal. Its size effective concealed the creature, though the noise it makes behind ornate iron bars wholly spoils its advantage. The sharp echo from inside the vestibule reveals the dog's location, and makes a siren that wakes the neighborhood. The outcome seems unavoidable, so Dil hurries. His aching feet make his pace slow, but pain forbids a dead run.
There is no more running tonight, or this morning depending how late or early the time. Dil had never learned how to assume time or date using the position of the moon, he merely sees the heavenly body currently shaped as a thick sliver leaning sideways. He did not know when it waxed or waned, or the difference between the two.
Dil gets a block away and the dog still barks, and sounds yet more excited. The older Cortras has never met a dog so frustrated. This one sounds furious, then the animals yelps, tormented. Dil expects its owner has finally come outside and lashed the animal, but the dog barks meaner and sounds vicious. The animal cries and wails as if caught in surprise combat.
The disturbance makes Dil pause, though he will not crawl back and look. The animal announces serious blows and the barking stops. Helpless moans replace the furious commotion, and that is when light pours from the vestibule and down the block. Intentionally, Dil stands much too far from the building to be a visible or immediately concerned.
The light really means someone's woke-up, and probably the whole block is awake. Dil casts aside the danger of injuring his feet and takes off the cheap shoes. They must come with him. Sadly, this is the only footwear he owns, so he brings them along. Dil rushes away in his new black socks.
Taking the shoes off his feet grants instant relief and he gains speed again. Running in nothing but his thin stockings works. He thought his feet will get punctured the instant he took off the shoes, but mercifully, he is disappointed. Dil forgot he traveled the Cap. Litter was absent on the sidewalks; all the junk is found on the freeways, where people in this embraced city spend their days.
The sound of the dog’s fight haunts Dil the next few miles. Dark silence encourages disturbing thoughts that linger. He has heard dogs fight each other – he tells himself. Hunted and beaten, he assumes about the animal. Dil is no expert, but whatever happened to that dog sounds like it died.
Again when he was a boy, Dil once heard the mournful cries of a puppy struck by a car. The dog tonight, now miles back, made noises just like that one.
Marching alone in the dark, he remembers the animals plead for the mercy of death. The terrible memory makes Dil sick, and the thought distracts him. Shaking himself from his trance, the older Cortras tells himself again – he very much needs his concentration until he finds safety.
After hours, the concrete feels coarse against the soles of his feet because holes have torn into the dress socks he wears. Exhaustion makes the older Cortras drag his feet and makes the tears inevitable. The holes are stretched so wide that his heels and toes hold the socks precariously in place. Dil had walked those hours without rest. Sweat now soaks his clothes and drip off his nose and chin.
For some of relief and comfort, Dil unbuttons his shirt, pulls it out and drapes the tails over of the waist of his pants. There is no wind blowing, so his sweat is not carried away. This alone predicts the journey tonight was not a hike the older Cortras could undertake in daylight.
Dil becomes thirsty, long ago actually, but he feels even more concerned when his head spins and he thinks he will faint. Thankfully, his course lay in a straight line. The sorry man longs for Saint Erasmus on the next block, but he knew the church and sanctuary are not near. His salvation is still many blocks away – miles, maybe.
Headlights again appear ahead. Dil feels so grateful a patrol had not come from behind. In his condition, he wouldn’t have known what happened until soldiers tackled him to the ground. Still surprised, he desperately seeks a hiding place.
In haze and haste, Dil finds nowhere adequate. He does the only thing his body allows and drops onto the ground. He rolls between a car and the curb, and lies suspended in a narrow gap an inch above the gutter. The ground feels drier than himself.
Now that Dil lays down, he fights against passing out. All the while, light from the approaching patrol brightens the asphalt beneath the car. Hoping the worst as the soldiers come near, the older Cortras anticipates they must see him barely hidden and laying on the ground. Like his brother, Dil knows his undoing arrives in a jeep. Then they go.
The patrol must have overlooked him, because Dil still lies on the curb when the sun rises. Panic grips him with instant realization he had slept until dawn. Fully awake yet disorientated, Dil jumps onto his feet.
The sidewalk has filled with people moving toward parked automobiles. A few minutes pass before Dil realizes what is happening – curfew has just expired and people now go back work. Few poor souls seem more rested then he feels himself. Dil looks for his shoes. Once he recovers his footwear, he once again goes on his way.
He moves the right direction – the daylight clears his mind and he recognizes the neighborhood. Saint Erasmus is just ahead. Dil skips buttoning his shirt and putting on his shoes. His haggard appearance and sour odor are enough to draw or forbid attention. He no longer cares and has nothing he might hide. The church offers shelter and that is all he craved.
Saint Erasmus contains more than hospice. His squat hosted luxuries including water, a bed and – later – a shower. Here at the desecrated church, Dil can also now plead with the demon directly. The older Cortras wants vengeance and rest.
Margot Sebash had signed his brother’s death sentence and she now tried to get Dil killed. The Chosen woman failed. Dil Cortras is outraged and believes the Chosen have always underestimated his caste. They should have learned because the heathen, and their disdain is a mistake. Margot will pay for her ignorant malice and Dil will see to that.
“Are you going to see the Living God?” someone asks Dil. The question shocks the older Cortras. Living God is the reference heathens use instead the Chosen name Mortal God. The blasphemous title might be expected in other cities, but in the Cap, no one dared invoke the heathen devil. Dil jerks around and faces the question.
“What?” is the best he can ask.
“He has risen,” an old man with blue hands answers. “The old are given youth. Do you know where Saint Erasmus is? It’s supposed to be in this neighborhood.”
“Yeah,” Dil answers, lacking a more verbose reply. He thinks he has shaken his disorientation, but realizes he needs proper sleep.
The trespassing squatters at Saint Erasmus simply cannot continue shuffling the pot of guts from one side of the kitchen to another. Disposing of entrails is simpler in the desert where viscera is just thrown into the sand for wild dogs. Before the extinction of their religion, pagans considered the act an appeasement to dog gods. Heathens considered the disposal the essence and spirit of recycling.
The demon might have been serious and proposes the content of the pot be tossed into the stone courtyard behind Saint Erasmus. Benedict suggests no other option. He takes the pot with him into the breezeway in which he left a broken pew. The pew had splintered when he stood on the wooden bench and sawed iron bars from windows.
The busted pew stayed in the breezeway outside; its only potential now was firewood. Ben unofficially designated this breezeway with the pew to be the new Saint Erasmus garbage dump. The impostor priest tosses the pot into the narrow gap. The oversized lid separates from the laden utensil as they fly apart. Intestines spread and fall as ugly streamers. Crows may find dinner today, or countless vermin will claim the prize this evening.
Benedict circles around the back of the church, then through the unobstructed breezeway and toward the street. Groups of people move down the block and toward his direction. He doesn’t recall seeing such a crowd any other morning. His mind scrambles for an explanation. In this neighborhood, Ben thinks a warehouse may be hiring. He doesn’t know. Ben doesn't know the parish at all and can't say what happens.
He jogs to the other side of the street before the crowd reaches him. He wants to see Tamara Stoughnt and his priestly disguise will delay the errand. Hearing requests for petitions or offering platitudes is a waste of his and their time. Prayers will never reach their Mortal God. Ben’s clothes are merely a costume; he poses as someone of the enemy’s faith. For Ben, himself, his present shirt is simply cleaner than the one he wore yesterday.
The door of Tamara’s apartment remains busted wide open. Ben didn’t expect her neighbors would investigate the wreckage this morning. Most likely, they have seen the door broken open a number of times. Their own doors probably periodically fall into similar disrepair.
The knowledge an elderly UnChosen woman and her retarded son living inside also repelled neighborly trespassers. In the Cap, favors or vigilance for those two exceeded the meaning of the word “neighborly.” Unfortunately, everyone misses a friendly opportunity. They might have introduced themselves to the new and much younger tenant. Pazuzu had given Tamara her youth.
The newly vernal Tamara lay on the couch where Ben had left her yesterday. He senses the woman has passed away. She probably had never awoke. Upon closer examination, Ben swears she had lost notably more weight during the night. Her shape resembles a covering thrown over spiny patio furniture.
Graced, the woman does not suffer the final agonies of age into death – she dies young with a full lifetime of grief. There is poetry in the idea, except the reality of Tamara’s life was actually remorseful prose. She never realizes the worst part.
Youth had been granted the woman, burning away the remains of her sorrowful life. The miracles Tamara had been fated were the result of losing her son to a demon. Ben imagines if the woman finds happiness in that ignorance, she had died content. Now her soul will be captured by the Web of Ithadow, itself an alien god. She will be eaten for all eternity.
Many others will die before Pazuzu severs the web, and they will all be denied oblivion and preserved by alien god. Ben must remember not to join Tamara. He briefly thinks what to do about her body.
Like most other dead he's encountered, she will stay in the spot she died. The only other accommodation he has available is his new and recently christened garbage dump. Not only was that idea realistically impractical, but if Davey was still inside his own body, madness was guaranteed. His insane mind trapped inside a body the boy no longer controls foreshadows the un-death alien gods bring with the web.
The visit into Tamara’s apartment presents an opportunity Ben might pilfer more cans of bland soup. He grabs the food and leaves the crypt. Within the next couple days, the smell will insist someone comes and investigate. By then, the Cap itself will have larger worries. Tamara’s body won’t be the only one left rotting. The heathen attack is imminent.
More people now walk toward Saint Erasmus, coming from either end of the street. A small group has already arrived at the front stairwell of the church and the locked doors keep them outside. The placid UnChosen vent frustration incessantly pounding on the doors and loitering. Ben sees no way he might sneak past the crowd. Moving down the breezeway is suspicious, but he also wore the uniform of a priest.
The imposter might as well wave a flag once he crosses the street. Ultimately with a sigh, Ben goes to plunge through the rabble. The moment he steps off the far curb, strangers unexpectedly and immediately recognize him and call.
“Hey, it’s the priest,” someone exclaims. Ben pauses halfway across the street and heads turns. Traffic comes to a halt when awestruck pedestrians wander into the path of passing cars and trucks.
“That’s Reverend Ishkott,” another person shouts. The voice does not sound familiar and the face is hidden in the throng. Ben hears his name pass between both stressed and hopeful UnChosen. A witness from the factories yesterday had probably then overheard him give his name to soldiers. Someone may also have consulted an updated Church directory, and found a Reverend Ishkott there at Saint Erasmus.
Ben hopes he is recognized because the former case. He's not that man. Even while he poses as the dead priest, he's relieved he has no real or legitimate responsibility for these petitioners.
His original mission in the Cap required a covert presence. Unfortunately, public inquiries about the custodian of Saint Erasmus attracts attention. Regardless, Pazuzu turns Ben into a public relations representative. Ben has no experience in the new role. He neither has the proper attitude nor the speaking voice.
“Where’s the Mortal God?” a third pilgrim asks.
“Living God,” another corrects. “Reverend Ishkott said it’s the boy.”
The “Living God” is a statement people remember. A responsible citizen had probably already reported the heresy to the Church or military, yet Ben’s interim supervisor had introduced himself that morning and said nothing. Soldiers are not yet present, but the crowd will bring them quick.
Ben raises his hands over his head gripping cans of lentil soup. His inadvertent trick draws everyone’s attention. He doesn’t know why Pazuzu wants all these people. If the demon planned this sudden gathering, Ben assumes Pazuzu will have come outside before now.
“Everyone,” Ben begins, “Saint Erasmus is open tomorrow. You must disperse before the military arrives.”
The hopeful enthusiasm of the crowd deflates. The excited chatter quiets and allows Ben to hear the church doors behind him unlatch. He thinks, evidently the demon now addresses the mob. Both doors swing open and Davey stands in the shadows. The outdoor sunlight displays the boy from his waist down. His pale, bare knees glare like cat’s eyes.
“We have a few minutes, Benedict,” Pazuzu calls his minister. “Everyone, please come inside.”
The demon’s spontaneous ideas usually sounds sketchy. Ben hates the ones that are not first discussed with him. Something terrible will result because this impromptu congregation- Ben knows it.
First, he seeks an opportunity and tell Pazuzu that Tamara has died. The knowledge might make him reconsider whatever he plans.
Ben pushes through people filing into the church. Numerous hands brush his face and head, shoulders and arms as he passed. People crave the divine luck they expect his touch conveys. Ben meets Davey before the defiled altar as people straighten rattling pews into more even rows.
Ben leans down and whispers to the demon. “Tamara died last night.”
The cans of soup go onto the altar before Ben straightens himself. Their labels are then spun as presented on a store shelf. Pazuzu ignores the report and Davey raises his empty hands.
“I’m glad you finds me,” Pazuzu declares. “Benedict is correct. Come back to Saint Erasmus tomorrow evening. It is important everyone arrives before curfew.”
Most people have already seated themselves and no one expects to be hustled out again so soon. They murmur restlessly. One man says clearly “I can’t get from work and come here before curfew. I won’t make it.”
An older man complains louder. “The Shur with that, nobody can get home if we have to be here at sundown.”
Grumbles support the argument. The time-of-day traps petitioners inside Saint Erasmus until the following morning. The command is a test of faith – the demon hopes it implies. Few are willing to endure the inconvenience, even for whichever god has returned. Their own beds are the only comfort most of these people possess.
“I will hold up the sun,” Pazuzu promises. Ben expects the power for a phenomenon that scale will eat the city. His thoughts concerning the demon's intentions run rampant. Maybe Pazuzu will burn the alien web with the sun – Ben has no firm idea. If the act does not promote severing the strand, it only wastes energy. The following heathen attack will take its toll of living beings and Pazuzu will lose those resources.
“All of you will leave Capital with me tomorrow night under the sun,” the demon continued. Emphasis had been applied to the incongruity for dramatic effect. The crowd bubbles with disagreement.
“That's ridiculous,” some hidden body says.
Another complains aloud “The Mortal God is supposed to cure our illnesses and give us money.”
No one wants to leave Capital. Deserting the most pristine city in the Shur only makes life harder. Someone unseen and nearer Davey says “This Mortal God sounds dangerous.”
Pazuzu sees the awe that had lured people to Saint Erasmus now dim. The crowd needs a grand reason before they prepare for an evacuation. Ben decides he will perform his role for the demon.
He dusts his heathen rhetoric. “Tomorrow will come a reckoning. The city of the Chosen will be punished for the sacrifice of the Living God. The Promised Land becomes a bowl of fire. The UnChosen who do not reject the Church will perish in flame. There is no mercy for those who do not serve the Living God.”
The crowd stares, stunned silent. Shock and surprise then change and pries open their mouths and eyes. These rumors of heathen prophecy have persisted for generations, despite the effort from the Church to abolish the threat. Everyone knows heathens prophecies about Armageddon, but all these stories are told without exact dates. This prophet here, a Chosen priest nonetheless, standing beside the alleged messiah, makes the threat real. Rumors became truth. A Chosen priest betrays the Church and recognizes heathen's Living God.
“Hallelujah!” cries a heathen sympathizer from the congregation. Another echoes the praise, appropriately revealing their presence at Saint Erasmus. All the sympathizers in the Cap had probably come here today. More people arrive while Ben speaks. The pews are not yet full, but seats vanish while people verify rumors they hear. The Church could have swept the city clean of sympathizers after attending this undeclared meeting – an important reason everyone must be sent away.
“Hallelujah!” Ben calls back into the crowd. Half the mob claps, many others still sway – dazed by the priest’s affirmation of heathen prophecy. Ben looks at Davey and a wide smile splits the boy’s face. The demon laughs with fiendish delight. The din invigorates him. Ben thinks the diabolic self-indulgence is dangerous.
“The military will be here soon,” he informs Pazuzu. “This gathering isn’t authorized and draws attention.”
“You’re a good shepherd, Benedict,” the demon quips.
Davey raises his hands again and the demon repeats his instruction. “Come back tomorrow evening.”
People still refuse to leave – the Church had trained this flock too well. They are not accustomed to obeying the Living God, even as he stands before them in the flesh. Their inaction label them sympathizers, cursed as are the UnChosen, instead full fledged heathens. Their personal interpretation of god is one heedful of mankind. The Chosen relationship between God and his Creation had been made quid pro quo. Still in disguise, Ben represents that Church.
He shouts. “Go home now or be detained.”
The threat moves people because they clearly understand the message. The command provides no choice and threatens consequences. People shuffle toward the exit and cast back hopeful glances and spiteful stares at Ben and Davey. Everyone wants questions answers, proof and private miracles. They receive nothing today. The boy points at the door with a stern expression. UnChosen exiting Saint Erasmus catch new arrivals at the entrance.
“The Mortal God is just a kid,” chafed pilgrims says to others. “He’s kicking us out – Is he supposed to do that?”
Everyone leaving conveys disappointing news and the atmosphere inside Saint Erasmus changes from anticipation into dejection. At minimum, newcomers sees their messiah and the priest who betrays the Church – that alone provides sufficient proof for many.
Ben wonders if the Church or military will show up today or tomorrow. In only a matter of time, an informant or spy will tip the establishment. Pazuzu’s instructions are sure to bring ten times the number of people tomorrow – maybe a hundred. Any expectation the gathering will be permitted is unrealistic.
Within minutes, nearly everyone has orderly evacuated Saint Erasmus No one lingers for conversation at the entrance or on the steps outside. Before the church empties completely, a familiar figure presses through the departing crowd. Dil Cortras returns.
He looks terrible; exhausted and dehydrated. His shirt hangs open and its tails brush against his thighs as he approaches. His feet are bare. What remains of his shredded black socks wrap around his ankles. Dil swings his arm in a gesture gathering Ben and Davey into the kitchen. They follow and the remaining stragglers are trusted to show themselves out.
Water runs in the kitchen sink while Dil drinks from a glass; he means to fill another. His head and shoulders drop when he takes deep breaths. The second glass still holds a little water when he stops drinking. Given his recent, uncanny thirst, Ben thinks the older Cortras will fill the glass again. Instead, Dil turns off the water and drops himself onto a kitchen chair. He gazes at Davey and his drooping eyes.
“She betrayed me,” the older Cortras groans. He spoke about the reporter, Margot Sebash. “My brother is lost. Davey, please punish her for me and Hen.”
“Call me David,” Pazuzu says. “It sounds more grown up, respectable.”
“Please, David,” Dil begs. David pats the tired man's arm.
“How did you get back to Saint Erasmus?” Ben asks him. He suspects Dil had endured a long hike. The state of him and his clothes suggests a brutal trek.
“Walked from the Wall. She left me there in the dark. Damned curfew.”
The second glass of water is finally emptied. Looking at Dil makes Ben thirsty – a normal thirst, not the obsessive craving he suffered when he had been rescued from the desert. Ben took the glass and returned it full to Dil, once he took a glass of his own. The look of the older Cortras warns the man will obviously pass out before he finishes drinking the water; his arms already spread-out straight before him on the table. Once his head settles upon his limbs, Dil will sleep.
“Margot Sebash will burn with all of Capital, tomorrow,” Pazuzu promises.
Dil attempts protest but he lacks energy. He wants something especially horrific for the woman, something personal. He doesn’t know what specifically, but Margot Sebash is guilty of crimes against both Cortras brothers. The demon can surely devise something horrendous beyond Dil’s feeble imagination.
The smoldering, vengeful anger consumes the last of Dil’s strength. As Ben predicts, the older Cortras falls asleep the moment he rests his head. The glass is full and waits for him when he wakes. Ben steps back and gazes at the newly christened David.
“Are you really going to stop the setting sun?” the faux priest asks the possessed boy. Apprehension filled his question.
“Of course not,” Pazuzu says. “It’s a good idea to give people expectations. They came for a show today. They’ll get more than they hope tomorrow evening.”
Ben asks for the answer Dil refuses to know. “Is Hen dead?”
“Not yet,” Pazuzu tells him. “Dil Cortras had his chance in which he might rescue his brother. There isn’t time to try again. What difference does encouraging him make?”
What will happen is Dil will assume the worst scenario and live as best he can. Ben wonders if they'll need more Yowling Cat wine. The demon had exploited Dil with alcohol when it controlled the man. Now, the older Cortras may willingly succumb to the vice. Drunkenness is conscious oblivion – without memory, time becomes meaningless. Ben can only wish him peace. He had never expected he'd see either Cortras brother again.
Ben had warned them both. Dil's fate, and Margot's now too, are sealed and their moments have passed. At his moment, Ben thinks about the present and remembers the front doors are still wide open – anyone can walk into Saint Erasmus unannounced.
“I’ll lock the doors,” Ben states and walks up the hall. David trots alongside him. They leave Dil comatose on the kitchen table.
Stern voices come from the nave. They issue orders and threaten detention. Ben expects the military, which now indeed arrives. His performance as custodian of Saint Erasmus is required again. He resolves he will feign ignorance and order the soldiers away. Fortunately, the congregation is gone before the military appears. Apparently, Dil Cortras brings both luck and trouble.
Upon hearing the voices, David backs into the kitchen.
“I was never here,” Pazuzu instructs Ben. If someone had called the military to investigate reports of a messiah, hiding the subject seems wise. Ben interprets the demon’s instructions that he insists denial.
The faux priest steps into the nave and sees eight soldiers standing together in the center aisle. Two full squads must have been diverted for managing the crowd; the military had learned from the incident yesterday. Another bunch of UnChosen visitors are chased from the church and a pair of soldiers follow the last few people outside. They then post themselves at the door.
Captain Sidon is back and is now accompanied by soldiers. Ben assumes the priest must have just reached the Church offices downtown and turns right back toward Saint Erasmus. His extra trip suggests the superior officer will not be as amiable as earlier.
“Reverend Benedict,” assumes Captain Sidon. “I see UnChosen are coming and investigating the miracle you attended yesterday. Is there anything more you must report?”
“No, sir,” Ben says. He wonders what the captain had learned from visitors. Most Chosen would not have even bothered speaking with the rabble. Ben believes Captain Sidon is more unbiased when the priest collects his detail. Youth probably influences the ethics. Ben reminds himself he must avoid preconceptions about age. The captain is very likely as arrogant as other priests – a trait reinforced in the seminaries of the Chosen. The disposition conveys authority and righteousness.
“I sent the UnChosen away,” Ben adds.
“And instructed them to come back tomorrow,” Captain Sidon clarifies. “There are rumors the Living God of the heathen has come to Saint Erasmus.”
“That’s absurd,” Ben protests. “I’m the only one here.”
“Then you won’t have any concerns when the military searches this church.” Captain Sidon turns and nods his head at two soldiers.
“You’ll stay here with me, under guard,” the captain tells Ben.
Ben cannot stop the soldiers who rush into the kitchen. Four other soldiers in the nave still guard Captain Sidon with rifles ready. Two more stand posted outside. Ben wonders if the demon exits the back door, leaving behind him and the older Cortras.
The military will not waste time detaining Dil. They may take longer discovering Ben is an impostor. If the real Benedict Ishkott is not immediately delivered, this one will then be executed. He’ll be killed either way.
Revealing the location of the dead priest can only reduce the amount of torture inflicted upon him before he is shot dead. David is trapped regardless – the two soldiers outside will spot the boy when he emerges from the breezeway. There is no silent, invisible escape route.
The inevitable remains silent. No sound comes from the kitchen, and no rolling thunder goes up the stairs. The demon had apparently and quietly intercepted the soldiers, Ben hopes.
Captain Sidon continues talking aloof. “So, Benedict, you were assigned to Saint Erasmus after the murder of Reverend Arnett. An undocumented UnChosen, whom you brought into Capital, then murders another right outside. His brother remains unaccounted.”
Ben says nothing. The use of his first name is a bad sign. Sadism always begins with a patronizing familiarity. He squints at the ranked priest. A comfortable urge to kill the man awakes. Once Pazuzu eliminates the armed soldiers, this man will discover the real Benedict Ishkott and enlightenment will last a very short while.
“The very next day, you are seen in a spontaneous crowd of UnChosen – who proclaim the Mortal God has returned. You shoot a pig.”
The priest quickly becomes annoying. If he makes an accusation, he better get to it. Fishing for confession is a waste of his time, especially if the man only tries making Ben squirm. The captain’s amateur technique betrays his inexperience. He will soon permanently lose those short years spent still refining his manipulation techniques.
“Today, you are accused of harboring the heathen’s Living God. All these facts do not bode well for a priest from outside Capital, Gomorrah no less. Tell me, how did you blackmail yourself into this position? Are you happy with us behind the Wall?”
Ben smiles at the captain. The priest sees enough to know drugs had escorted the original Benedict Ishkott into Capital. Incidentally, drugs also had paved the road for Captain Sidon. The secret with Ape is riding the drug, not be ridden. Ape demonstrated itself a most effective weapon and heathens turn this most potent poison against the Church. The arrogant Chosen deny weakness, and their religion breeds just that.
Captain Sidon pauses. He looks over Ben’s soldier toward the hallway and pushes a cynical smile onto his face. “Oh, is this our messiah?”
Ben knew David stood behind him because his ear itched. The captain’s condescending attitude will be the downfall of the man. Ben just hopes he'd have his turn first. He waits for the demon.
“Your false church and false doctrine are ended,” Pazuzu declares.
“Detain the boy,” Captain Sidon orders impulsively. He turns his scoff toward Ben. The game is spoiled, and the Church ends this charade through the gloating Captain Sidon.
Two soldiers certainly do not need weapons to arrest a scrawny, ugly runt of a teenager. They even shoulder their automatic rifles before they move toward the boy. David abruptly turns and sprints down the hall. He squeals with laughter, as will a little boy who plays a game of chase.
“Don’t let him get away.” The captain directs the remaining soldiers inside the church. All four pursue the boy down the hall. They fade into shadows behind dim, reflected light. Ben wonders if time has come for the priest. He will strangle the Chosen fool with his bare hands.
Boots trample the wooden floor and the pounding ends with rapid, automatic cracks. The sound of gunfire brings the guards from the stairs in front of Saint Erasmus. Both immediately charge back inside. They run past Captain Sidon and into the hall. The priest stands shocked still, unguarded and defenseless – and Ben recognizes his opportunity. This is why he has infiltrated Capital; not specifically for this priest, but to murder all priests. Rapture fills his heart when he lands his first surprise blow against the priest’s jaw.
To his disappointment, Captain Sidon flies onto his back. Ben wants to pound the priest into sobbing submission. Instead, Sidon coils into a screaming and bleeding coward. His death will not be noble. Ben kicks the man’s face and head. The metal eyelets of his shoes slice the priest’s hands when Sidon shields his head. Another sound of gunfire ends abruptly. Ben then hears bones break as he kicks the priest’s hands. Captain Sidon goes limp and Ben quickly glances about.
“Help,” the stupid and arrogant Chosen clergyman cries.
No soldier races to the captain’s aid and the gunfire has chased away all curious UnChosen. Ben shrugs his shoulders and cracks his knuckles before he kneels. He takes a few moments and makes himself comfortable. After preparation, he wraps his hands around his victim’s neck. The men face each other.
Not a moment wastes before Ben applies pressure. At first, only a red flush indicates the priest suffocates. The man’s tongue already protrudes. Captain Sidon’s eyes then snap open. Waking arrives at an unfortunate time, but Ben feels glad the priest knows his killer. This is personal.
Ben drives his knee into the groin of the prone priest. The man has moments to live. Still, the heathen assassin wants him disabled – his chore is more easily completed without a struggle. Ben tells the legitimate priest “He is not dead.”
Captain Sidon claws feebly at Ben’s fingers. The pathetic defense helps little. Great satisfaction fills Ben when the priest changes to blue and dies. In that short duration, the false priest listens to the boy skip-up behind him. Ben thinks the eight soldiers are obviously incapacitated or dead.
“That was fun,” Pazuzu says. “Did you enjoy yourself, Benedict?”
“Another patrol will come and investigate, probably more,” Ben says. He shakes his hands and cracks the knuckles again. “We need to relocate.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Pazuzu agrees.
Morning light and heat radiate into the church because the front doors are still open wide. Ben feel he kneel before a raging oven. He stands and goes toward the doors. David follows.
Fresh visitors now become witnesses. David waves his arms at them before Ben shuts and locks the entrance. Stories told about this day will say the Living God survives an assault from the Chosen, which makes Ben curious about what happened in the kitchen. He goes and surveys the demon’s escape.
Bodies of six soldiers are piled at the entrance of the kitchen. Bullet wounds tell soldiers had tripped over those felled before them then became shot. All are holes above the waist – wave after wave of soldiers had fallen into the gauntlet.
“They never saw it coming,” the demon brags.
The two original soldiers slump behind Dil, whom still lies on the table. The soldiers and Dil are riddled with holes. All three corpses appear thin with gray hair. Dil looks like Tamara – his bones beneath a thin sheet. If he had died before the bullets were unleashed, then the quest to rescue Hen Cortras ended. His brother had given up anyway.
Pazuzu pretends he softens Ben’s uncomfortable discovery. “We’ll pick up more followers outside. They’ll give us a place where we’ll hide until tomorrow.”
“We can leave Capital,” Ben suggests, finished with the crowded city. His heathen comrades will strike tomorrow. During then, Ben and David did not need to be inside the Wall and exploit potential converts. Ben tells the demon “There is the encampment.”
“We must lead our people, Benedict. That’s part of the presentation. It’ll be fun, you’ll see.”
Ben listens and hears skittering above the ceiling tiles. The noise may be rats or squirrels coming home after the fumigation. The animals sound heavy and the tiles bulged when they move. Ben then wonders if more monsters press into his world. He expects they do. He grabs a rifle from one of the dead soldiers and frisks the body for ammunition. Once he finds the extra clip, he looks at David.
The heathen assassin in the unwashed clothes of a Chosen priest gives direction. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Damn the lot of you,” curses the gray-haired sergeant. Hen Cortras recognizes the soldier. He had been in the infirmary tent when the younger Cortras arrived at the Smyrna detention camp. The sergeant now yells at prisoners and soldiers alike. In his righteous eyes, all are worthy of punishment, but a job must be performed – getting work done had recently gained him his promotion. Esser is now a non-commissioned officer. Yet every day, these lazy idiots threaten to strip him of even that trifling privilege. Looking upon his ilk, he stops wondering why heathens have grown so brave.
Those people are motivated; they believe in themselves and that belief gives them strength. They seize what they want. Belief in the Living God inspires initiative, because heathens know divinity will not protect them in the Shur. Their god told his people outright, he will not be pushed around.
The Mortal God of the Chosen did not willingly give, whereas heathens took. That aggressive thinking appeals to the frustrated sergeant. Heathens earned his complete respect regarding strength and ambition. His assignment at the Smyrna camp broadens his perspective.
Growing up Chosen misleads children. Kids today think they're special. The Church preaches the tribes whom had become Chosen are superior to the Mortal God – the Chosen are masters of the world. Heathens use the word “steward,” but the Chosen ascribe a different meaning to their scripture. Consequently, young soldiers fail to emulate that teaching – or heathen prisoners say that and the accusation is suspiciously true.
Young Chosen soldiers this generation act without motivation or responsibility. Every city in the Shur besides Capital reeks with wasted bloodline. Now, the arrival of Hen Cortras at Smyrna from the very soil of the Promised Land, confirms the military now simply chucks garbage over the Wall and into the desert. The world is now a trashcan for the Chosen.
The task of herding heathen captives imparts wisdom that might motivate Chosen soldiers who will change their own lazy thinking. The Church and military are wrong to say heathens are loose tribes of inbred psychotics. Heathens are gallant, hardened and hard-working. The incompetence of this generation of Chosen soldiers proves heathens are correct to doubt the teachings of the Church.
Still, the life of a Chosen is far better than trials within a den of lions such as this detention camp. Smyrna is soft compared to the humiliation, pain and executions inflicted at other camps. For anyone detained in another Chosen camp, death is preferable instead of capture. Heathens automatically supply that, too.
Every young man in the desert shares blood lust, and this is the ancestral link between the Chosen and heathens. The difference between sides is now how each dealt death. Heathens used senseless and fatal methods. The Chosen respected the dead with stolidity. The humiliation inflicted by heathens played no role in dying. That sadism had better uses in torturing the meek and living.
These heathen prisoners at Smyrna had value – they each are collateral in exchange for soldiers: one returned officer, or ten rank-and-file soldiers, for a single heathen. Far more heathens are exchanged for officers than other soldiers – and that is another injustice.
Hoards of heathen prisoners are available to exchange for countless Chosen soldiers held captive, unless military censors hide true death tolls. If they do, far more soldiers lie dead on the sand than is said on the radio delivered there by heathens.
When the tent flap is lifted, the light of dawn is still too feeble to illuminate beyond the opening. Flashlight beams dance across the crowded and steaming occupants of the tent. This morning, the sergeant makes an early visit to the prisoners at Smyrna and brings soldiers. Most are armed with rifles. The soldiers enter the tent one at a time while the sergeant barks instructions. The last two soldiers carry scaffolds and electrical cords into the front corners of the tent.
“Get clothes on that man,” directs the sergeant. Esser points specifically at Hen.
The naked prisoners already dressed themselves. One soldier separates from the dozen in the tent. This soldier turns and swings the butt of his rifle into the face of the nearest heathen. The hapless man crumples with his angled jaw made crooked and knocked toward the left side of his face.
The soldier who floors the unfortunate heathen then commands another prisoner. “You do it.”
The example of the injured man on the dirt floor implies the second heathen will suffer the same if he refuses. The newly shanghaied prisoner immediately pulls off Hen’s pants. Hen squints at the prospect of his twisted ankles becoming wrenched. The soldier charged with dressing the younger Cortras monitors the task and constantly prods his conscript to hurry. The change occurs quickly and with a minimum of discomfort.
“Leave the old clothes here,” the soldier instructs his prisoner.
His sergeant scans the tent and yells for soldiers. “Pull the prisoners to their feet.”
The shadows feels tangible, like dour vapor and oozing stench so thick they taste sour. Daylight fails to chase the odor away. The sergeant gripes aloud “I'm satisfied when this tent is torn done. I'm happier setting this damned thing on fire and burning to the sand. That way, you heathens can then spoil the air inside a brand new broiler pan.”
Sergeant Esser then announces “Most of you have done this before, many times. We’re moving camp.”
With the announcement, floodlights erected in the front corners of the tent beam raw white light into the room. Hunched and bulbous shadows writhe against the back wall when prisoners rise from their cots blinded and stumbling. The sergeant spins his arm as he motions prisoners to exit. His shadow resembles an amputated windmill; its single blade sweeps over the obtuse angles of the ceiling and sooty canvas wall at the back of the tent.
Most prisoners exit within seconds. Soldiers holding their noses inside halt the last few mobile volunteers. Those are told “Pick up those two.”
A soldier waves the barrel of his rifle toward two infirm prisoners on the floor. Still a stranger from last night, Hen is spared from joining the prone on the ground. Being new at the camp saved him from immediate abuse in its pecking order. The other prisoners had not yet a chance to learn Hen’s story.
A couple soldiers pull Hen from his cot. When the drill involves lugging around the handicapped or unconscious, they perform their duty as meanly as the soldiers who towed Hen yesterday. They had dragged him to his ride into purgatory.
“Put the infirm on the truck,” the sergeant orders. He then shouts at the prisoners. “Move, you sinners. We won’t stop and pick you up; we’ll just shoot you and keep moving. We might run you over and keep moving anyway.”
Outside the tent, the edge of the sun crests a lumpy horizon in the east. The orb sits upon a hilltop as a glowing cap of hot metal pulled from a forge. Hen thinks he sees movement in the hills. Shadowy figures crawl at a measured pace on all fours. The shapes are too far away and Hen can't distinguish whether they are men or beasts. Whatever the shapes may be, they watch the activity in the camp.
Someone other than Hen spots the shapes. The soldier in the only occupied tower fires a single shot in their direction. The crack is muffled in the fresh morning air. The novice sniper misses his target. Upon weapon-fire, the initially empty sandbagged nests spring to life and machine gun barrels wave toward the east. A nervous soldier fires an automatic burst, thumping random puffs of dust from the hills. Untouched, the figures instantly disappear.
“Keep moving,” the sergeant orders everyone. He never acknowledges the gunfire, apparently a common and safe measure for dealing with shadows. “We start now, we'll shoot at shadows all day.”
While lifted into an idling truck identical the one that had brought Hen into this camp, the younger Cortras watches the mobile prisoners form multiple rows. Inside the dark and cramped interior of the tent, he thought the camp held many more prisoners than now stood in the yard. The loose rows stretch less than a quarter of the camp’s open space. Hen’s new estimate comes to about two dozen heathens. He tries counting the dozens of guards, but they look alike and he gets confused when they move.
Ropes strings heathens together, knotted upon the metal cuffs around the ankles of each prisoner. The individual pairs of cuffs are linked by proper, clattering metal chains. They don't make much noise in the sand but rather beat up small clouds.
The hands of the prisoners are bound with rope so tight, their fingers swell and turn purple. Their numb hands will soon become as useless as Hen’s own, which he learns personally has been calculated and prevents prisoners from loosening their knots. The soldiers at the camp are not as determined as those guards in the Cap. Instead spending time tightening ropes, they quickly make certain constraints are in place.
On the truck, the three prisoners who can't walk, including Hen, are simply tied onto the wooden benches. Hen’s rope feels snug and the knots are tight, but the bounds do not cut circulation into his limbs. The tight snare still makes his strained muscles ache. So few and outnumbered, these captives at Smyrna are afforded more comfort.
Hen recognized one of the prisoners is the old man dumped to the floor so that the younger Cortras could take his cot. The old man had lain next to Hen and sobbed all night. Hen cannot bear looking at him then or now. Bill Tick also sits in the truck. Bill is barefoot and tied to a bench like everyone else.
The unclean heathen wears his gray prison shirt and pants today, and they are unsoiled. Soldiers must have forced him to put on clothes for the transport to a new camp. He still radiates his feces – the smell at minimum. After a night in the prison tent, Hen had developed a new perspective about bad odors. Thankfully, the truck provides air flow through gaps in the canvas covering – once the vehicle begins to move.
Bill talks to him. “Hen Cortras, you were in my dream last night.”
Hen ignores the fantasy. Dreams are not something he particularly wants to discuss – his own having recently been disquieting. He is more curious why Bill rides with them. Though the laggard wind coming through the truck is so much better than inside the stagnant tent, Hen hopes he'd breathe uninhibited. Bill’s presence undermines that little relief.
“Why are you riding in this truck?” Hen asks without tact.
Bill laughs just as the truck lurches forward. They depart the Smyrna detention camp before the other prisoners and guards. Hen hears a jeep lead the way and sees another follow. The other prisoners still stand in the yard. Not one watches the truck depart. Instead, the heathen captives scan the hills while the landscape glows pink in the dawn light. After so much time spent in darkness, the gentle radiance looks surreal. The tops of the hills appear as entrances. Here in the desert, the gates of heaven beckon respite from purgatory.
“There is no other truck,” Bill answers Hen then laughs. He will not stop. The hysterical fit breaks his sentences. “Those poor bastards are marching.”
Bill laughs some more and catches his breath before he answers Hen. “The military can’t risk showing my face. I’m special, we both are.”
“Why?”
Hen doubts his own wisdom when he asks Bill what makes them important, especially because the trip just begins. Yet Bill is the only prisoner in the bed of the transport that can jump out and run. The soldiers following the truck will certainly capture him again, or kill him, although Hen doubts the military wants the foul man dead. Bill seems important and he knows it. The question is warranted and will the younger Cortras asks.
“What makes us special?” Hen inquires in a general fashion, curious why he also is still alive. Bill might know, except Hen must stay careful. How the man came by his knowledge is suspect. He had spent his time at Smyrna locked in a hotbox, hoarding his own feces. The younger Cortras wonders if Bill receives visitors.
“I can smell it on you,” Bill answers him. Hen fails to understand the man's irony. If Bill means the comment to be flippant, the affect is wasted on the younger Cortras.
Hen rephrases his question. “How?”
“You’ve seen the monsters,” Bill answers. “The elemental has touched you. I can see the loss in your eyes. You smell like copper, too.”
“Is that what you saw in your dream?” Hen asks Bill, attempting to give the babble context. The prying attention makes the man giggle.
“When he thinks of you, he sees through me,” Bill answers. “He talks to me, and your brother.”
The teasing makes Hen angry. His brother Dil would have pummeled this twittering and stinking fool. Handicapped by circumstance, Hen can't move even if he was untied from the bench. He can only wield a wish.
“Shut up.”
Bill protests the command. “But, it’s true.”
A torrent of laughter contorts him further and he squirms. “The elemental revealed himself the Living God. He’s in Capital. Tonight is the reckoning of the Chosen and their Church. Heathens will usher wrath under HIS wings.”
Bill’s delusions grow grander and he integrates himself into religious thoughts. Hen had heard the heathen prophecies before – sympathizers speak them with froth in their mouths. The difference now is Bill speaks in present and past tenses.
Hen also recalls the odd events at Saint Erasmus. Ben says a demon had followed them all from the desert. That demon possessed Hen’s brother then moved into his friend, Davey. That fiend causes all these terrible things these past days. Ben also obviously has become its servant.
The worst part is it allows Hen’s capture. The demon wants the younger Cortras disposed. Hen knows because the demon couldn’t possess him. Hen has always remained faithful and respects the dominance the Chosen hold over everything spiritual. The younger Cortras is defiant and refuses evil.
Even as Hen will not risk damnation, the demon makes certain the younger Cortras suffers the pain of Hell. The demon pursues and punishes him wherever he goes. Unable to use Hen’s body, it might now instead fill the head of this man riding in the truck with the younger Cortras. Hen only wonders.
If the demon follows him, the younger Cortras knows Dil and Davey are safe. If both are, Hen might find some comfort in his beating, imprisonment and probable death. The younger Cortras sacrifices himself for those he loves. For all he cares about Benedict Ishkott, the fake priest can go back to the Shur and look for his voice and die of thirst.
The Cortras brothers should have let the evil stranger die. If they had, Dil and Hen might still be together and hiding in the encampment. All their pain and heartache would have been avoided – if they had never stopped and helped Ben and his voice. Hen convinces himself if they had never met Ben, the Bathierre boy wouldn't have died on the rear bumper of his brother's truck.
“Why is it thinking about me?” he asks Bill. He does not understand why the heathen calls the demon an element. What Hen knows, it is a thing or demon; a disembodied voice that commandeers people’s bodies. The demon he knows is powerful. It made Dil burn his own hand – and that did not make it good. The demon made his brother act wicked and took away his innocent friend.
Bill writhes while he speaks and his shoulders pump up and down. The rope knotted around his wrists push the skin into folds on the back of his hands. The swollen flesh resembles socks slipped and tubed around a running man's ankles. The rope burns Hen's skin when the younger Cortras squirms trying to loosen his bounds. Hen does not dare slip his ropes – the constant pain in his wrists discourages any attempt.
“Because,” Bill grunts and giggles. The heathen continues freeing himself. “He’s your friend.”
Hen refrains from scolding Bill for baseless lies. The man is a crazy heathen. In case Bill did escape, Hen avoids making himself his first target.
The crazy heathen had a minute chance he slips his ropes. If Bill believes he and Hen are special, he might help the younger Cortras. Free, Bill can untie Hen. In fact, Bill can then untie all four prisoners. Like a true Cortras, what comes after freedom lies too far in the future for contemplation. The problem that he and two other captives are lame had yet to dampen his hope.
“What are you gonna do if you get free?” Hen asks Bill, exhibiting unusual, but hopeful, foresight. He gazes through the gap in the canvas at the rear of the truck. The jeep following the transport falls back quite a way and avoids the thick dust stirred by the truck's wheels. Hen only catches glimpses of the vehicle. The churning cloud obscures everything but light. The cover subsides only when the transport truck travels over a smooth patch of sand. Otherwise, the vehicle constantly rocks and stamps-up dust.
Bill stops laughing and answers. “The Living God will tell us.”
The heathen concentrates and ignores any pain in the struggle against his bonds. He drools and spits through clenched teeth. Bill tries until his thumbs refuse to be pulled past the knots.
“We are here to do his work,” he adds between grunts. “The elemental told me.”
Bill pulls and pushes his arms until exhausted. His willingness for conversation expires soon after his laughter dies. Hen recognizes Bill is ready to quit his futile escape. Hen hopes the man will accept defeat with quiet reservation. He knows his brother Dil typically got mad and drinks.
The heathen leans back as far as his locked arms allow and gently shuts his eyes. He inhales, holds his breathe and exhales; repeating the process a number of times. His breathing exercises continue a long while.
When Bill inhales, he slowly pulls in the breath and sucks air through his nose until his belly swells over twice its size. Exhalation takes just as long, except Bill cracks open his mouth when he expelled the air. At the end of the step, he forces the breathe out completely and makes an audible shove.
Each repetition grows longer as the truck rolls across the Shur. Once, Hen softly counts to three hundred and three and Bill holds his breath the whole time. He figures Bill held his breath between four and five minutes, an impressive feat. The younger Cortras could never match the man’s oxygen-deprived endurance. He never tries, nor will he again, if what happened to him at Saint Erasmus counts.
When Bill's eyes finally flutter open, he looks relaxed and reinvigorated. He reflects peacefulness and serenity. His sudden clarity disarms the younger Cortras.
“I’m thirsty,” Bill calmly explains.
Now that Hen thinks about thirst, he is thirsty too. The comment draws the attention of the other two prisoners. Until that moment, they ignore Bill’s struggle, his meditation and the conversation with Hen Cortras. They either stare at the floor or sit bouncing with their eyes closed. Now, they look at Bill and each other. They even dare and brush eye contact with Hen.
The old man Hen had trespassed against finally feels comfortable to say something. “They don’t stop the truck.”
Bill had made his statement minutes ago, yet the old man’s comment draws everyone’s attention. They wait for him to say more, but the old man only returns his stare against the floor. Bill chuckles. Thankfully, his scorn did not spark another self-induced fit of laughter. Hen is grateful for that blessing.
The truck slows and the buckets of flying sand dissolves into drizzle. All the prisoners are then lifted off the bench when the vehicle comes to a sudden stop. The ropes around their arms yank the prisoners back onto the benches. Hen squeals when his wrists are wrenched. The pain feels as if both of his arms are caught in a slammed door. Even his fingers throb. Tears stream down his face as he stifles an agonized cry.
“Well, someone stopped it for them,” Bill replies. He grins at the old man.
The jeep following the truck eventually creeps close before its wheels also spin. The cloud of dust originally raised by the truck still obscures the squad. Both of the truck's cab doors creak open; only one slams shuts. The driver curses furiously. All the while, Bill returns to the struggle against his ropes. This time, he takes his time sliding his arms up and down, seeking weak grips against his thumbs. Brute force will not overcome these knots.
“Get the prisoners and they’ll dig us out,” says one of the soldiers from the truck.
Once the dust settles and the vehicle navigates loose sand, the jeep comes forward. The unloosed vehicle has abandoned the path marked by the truck’s tires. Its driver evades the original risk, but the jeep's spinning wheels announce another snare springs.
The driver pauses his curses and answers “Bill Tick is the only one that can stand.”
“Let’s use him.”
“All right,” the driver agrees. “The spade is in back of the seat. I’ll cut the turd-roller loose. He can give the other prisoners water.”
The driver takes a few more minutes before he finally appears at the back of the truck. The soldier riding with him, his shotgun, stands at his side. Shotgun drops a folded shovel onto the sand and pulls the rifle off his shoulder. The driver pulls a knife from the sheaf on his thigh and crawls onto the truck bed. Shotgun then aims his rifle straight at Bill.
“You weren’t escaping those knots,” the driver brags moving toward Bill. He didn’t yet see the red swaths the heathen prisoner had rubbed into his wrists. “You need a knife to get out of them.”
The driver also grunts, “You’re not getting mine.”
The Chosen soldier cuts the rope and quickly backs away from Bill. The driver allows himself a quick, cursory scan of the other prisoners then throws his focus back onto Bill – a free prisoner is always the biggest and only threat. The stinking heathen sits content and massages his raw wrists.
“Get the canteen. It's outside, on the back,” the driver instructs the heathen. He waves his knife toward the rear of the truck. “Give them all some water and dig us out. Do it now.”
“Woof,” Bill answers when he stands. His eyes never meet those of the soldier. He gazes and smiles at Hen, then walks past and jumps out of the truck.
The dust settles completely, but the jeep isn't visible from beneath the canvas cover on the truck. Hen hears the jeep's engine push and its tires spun, and the sound never comes closer. The soldiers in the jeep are now also confirmed stuck.
“What in the name of the Mortal God is going on?” the driver asks with no expectation for answers. He grumbles “There was no wind last night. Why is the sand loose?”
“The rest of the camp will be here in a few hours,” shotgun says. The thought is not reassuring.
The hobbled pace of the marching prisoners amounts to hours these lame captives are stuck in the truck waiting beneath canvas, barely concealed from the sun. Hen admits to himself the situation is not so different from inside the tent at the detention camp. This room has light, and the ride had smelled better when Bill stayed downwind.
Bill returns to the back of the truck with a large brown cloth-covered canteen. He takes his share first and water drips from his chin. The cap is still off the canteen, either missing or in Bill’s pocket. The mad heathen selects Hen to be next in line.
Bill tips the canteen into Hen’s mouth while the other two prisoners covet the water amidst restless hops and bounces. Hen chokes when he first swallows. Bill graciously gives the younger Cortras a second chance.
“Hey,” the driver shouts with his knife still in hand. When he speaks, he points the blade menacingly at Bill. “Save some for the other prisoners.”
“Woof, woof.” Bill giggles again. He turns from Hen and gives the two other men drinks from the canteen. He then holds up the drained container and shook. The little water inside makes a thin sloshing sound. Bill drinks that. His hard swallow interrupts his giggles.
“You selfish piece of shit,” the driver curses. “That’s all there is today. And you got digging to do.”
Soldiers from the jeep shout and gain the attention of the truck driver and his armed passenger, but their call is not intelligible. The driver pushes Bill away and moves past him. Bill trips backwards and sits down hard on the bench.
The soldier with the rifle and standing outside the truck, Shotgun, appears speckled with red. Confusion and dismay twists his bloodied face. He jerks his head toward the jeep then backs into the bed of the truck. Amidst the distraction, the soldier does his best and watches the prisoners.
“It’s raining blood,” Shotgun shouts.
The driver jumps out of the truck. Once out from under the canvas cover, thick red raindrops baptize the man. The truck and jeep are caught in the abominable downpour. During which, the desert sand momentarily holds the gory liquid on its surface. The blood absorbs the grains. Once the already arid morning claims the moisture, the blood will dry. And t bizarre weather anomaly will leave an acre of scab.
“It smells like sour milk,” the driver observes. “We should get out of this, it's probably poison. Let’s get into the truck.”
“Wait, what about Bill? He’s not tied up.”
“Damn, I got rope in the front. Watch him a second.”
Gunfire erupts before the driver turns around. The soldiers at the jeep shot at something. Their rifles go into semi-automatic fire and the shots hammer out in manic bursts. Concerned with their own safety, the driver and Shotgun forget about their prisoners. They duck into the sand beneath the truck and escape the grotesque rain.
Muffled curses rise through the floorboard of the truck’s bed. Hen and Bill can hear what the soldiers beneath the vehicle yell at each other. “Who?” Shotgun shouts.
The driver first thinks aloud “Heathen militants attacked our vehicles …”
But the desert is clear and flat, so he should have seen their approach. The only place anyone might hide was within a dust cloud churned up by wheels – which itself gave-away marauders. The sudden shower of gore was suddenly also adequate concealment. Still, heathens must cross miles before they reach unseen targets – and the enemy did not appear now. The driver says nothing else.
Above the truck bed, Bill stands up again and rushes toward Hen. He never stops giggling; each new event evidently funnier than the last. Bill pulls the knots that hold the younger Cortras.
“If they come back and tie me up, you can free me,” the heathen says deftly loosening the bounds.
“My hands don’t work so good,” Hen truthfully replies. He had reservations about helping the mad man. He couldn't decide which side’s instructions he should follow. Although, the heathen prisoners had not yet beaten him.
“Use your teeth,” Bill seriously proposes. Hen knows because the man stops laughing.
The gunfire ceases before Bill sets him free. The rain stops that very moment. Bill crouches and motions Hen he must stay seated.
“Pretend you’re still tied up.” He whispers the instruction and flaps his hands.
Hen wonders if the heathen teases him about his injuries. He whispers back a more critical question. “What about the other guys?”
“We’ll get them, wait.”
Bill creeps toward the exit, careful he keeps his footsteps silent – an easy effort in his bare feet. The driver stops cursing. No sound comes from beneath the truck. Bill carefully slips his face from behind the canvas flap, enough so he might survey the landscape with his right eye. Only the jeep remains on the desecrated field, its tires are sunk into dark mud. The soldiers who brought the jeep are gone. Bill wonders if they, like the driver and Shotgun, had used their vehicle for cover. If the fighting is over, he finds no reason they still cower – other than being Chosen.
“There’s nobody out there,” Bill reports to Hen. He spoke with his normal voice and straightens himself erect.
“What about the soldiers?” Hen asks still hushed.
“Nobody,” Bill replies and jumps out of the truck. Instead a thump in the sand, the crazy heathen lands with a plop. His rash act pulls Hen onto his feet and the younger Cortras surprises himself when he stands. The pain in his ankles don’t overwhelm him. He hobbles toward the exit as fast as he finds himself possible.
“What’s happening?” one of the other prisoners shouts. No one returns an answer.
Hen thrusts his head out of the truck and sees Bill up to his ankles in mud and his boots crusted with bloody sand. The heathen drops nimbly over the stain and crawls underneath the vehicle. The crazy heathen sings his inquisitive greeting.
“Hello?”
“Are they still there?” Hen calls after him.
“The driver is,” Bill answers and huffs as if he pulls something. Bill squats and shuffles backwards from underneath. He pulls a man’s body; towed by its legs. The heathen had sunk to his ankles into the putrid mud but the dead soldier appeared swallowed.
The dragged man uncovered a trail of fresh, dry sand as he came behind Bill. The body faced down, but Hen observed the man’s bitten and chewed hands. The heathen flips the body over, once he and the dead man are completely out from beneath the truck. The driver’s pale face gazes blindly toward the clear sky. The man no longer has a neck – only a bare spinal cord attach the head and body together, no bones.
“He’s dead,” Bill adds. He sounds as if his teeth are clenched. Once Bill stood under the bright sky, Hen sees the driver’s knife between the mad heathen’s jaws.
“Did you kill him?” Hen asks him. The driver’s body lies before Bill. In Hen’s case, this same coincidental arrangement is enough evidence for the military. Bloody mud covers everything, but that gore had come from the sky in a ghastly and mysterious rain.
The perpetrator of the murder seems obvious. Bill stands over the body with the knife in his mouth. The mad heathen then pulls the weapon from between his teeth and flips it into the abdomen of the dead driver.
“I will have.”
Bill kneels into the hardening mud and recovers the knife. The same moment he pulls the blade from the driver’s body, he thrust it back in. Bill saws furiously through the shirt and flesh.
Hen squints when bile rose in his throat, and he feels ready to vomit. The younger Cortras has no food in his stomach, only water – and he needs that. Squeamishness will not sabotage his survival and he holds his gorge. He thinks the stories about heathens are evidently true. They cut the guts out of their victims. The driver's lucky he's dead already.
Bill pushes his hand into the ragged incision. He rummages around then draws out a loop of intestine. Hen does not know if the mad heathen excises large or small intestine – he isn't a doctor, or know anything about bugs or whatever. The only autopsy Hen's ever witnessed had been performed recently by his demon-possessed brother. That horrid lesson failed to impart anatomy facts. The demon only performed the operation then harvested ingredients for a pagan exorcism.
“What are you doing?” Hen asks Bill. He really does not want to know. A nervous impulse triggers questions like this one.
Bill cuts the loop of guts in half then strokes out the black contents. The foul muck falls into the blood-mud with obscene plops. Bill wrings the intestines, certain he squeezes-out the last drop of waste.
“Making sure this bastard never goes to heaven,” he answers Hen. “He has nothing he can feed heaven.”
Hen's never heard rumors about heaven and a heathen fetish involving intestines. Given Bill’s fixation on feces, some personal delusion probably dictates whatever whim the crazy man follows. In any case, Hen refuses to get involved. The innards of dead people got him into this whole deplorable situation. Rationally, avoiding viscera will lead the younger Cortras out again.
“If you didn’t kill him, who did?”
Hen asks a legitimate question. The invisible assailants are very likely still around. Survivors might then become their next targets.
“Grace of the Living God,” Bill answers in all seriousness. The Mortal or Living God automatically explains every benefit or detriment, depending who is asked.
The narrow thinking is perfectly acceptable for Hen, except in this case. Everyone’s life is in immediate jeopardy. Hen say hidden in the truck. The other two prisoners wanting their freedom watch him and plead with their eyes. Hen raises his limp, crippled hands and shrugs, sincere in his helplessness. Heathens are not folks one should upset – not even lame ones. Their sick viciousness is unpredictable. Hen averts their eyes and gazed outside again.
He accidentally glances at the postmortem wound of the dead man and relives the night the patrol found him disposing the body of Robber Veritos. That night, Hen should have never left the safety of the Saint Erasmus. The same mistake will not be made again. He stays in the truck.
Hen shouts down at Bill. “Can you find more water and cut these guys loose?”
The escaped man stays busy with his vulgar chore. Hen then spots something glide beneath the bloodied sand. The basketball-sized lump pushes-up the gelatin surface like a shape moving beneath a blanket. It comes toward Bill and from behind.
“Hey, look out!”
Hen points at the object. His hand hangs crooked from his sprained wrist. Bill spins around, still squatting. The knife plunges into the mound with the same enthusiasm the blade went into the soldier's corpse. The movement stops. Bill appears to have staked the mysterious lump in place. The heathen used one hand and the muscles in his forearm bulge.
“I got it,” Bill exclaims with the same happy emotion one might have snaring a rabbit. He wrenches the knife back and forth, keeping his target impaled while he extracts his snare from the sand.
“What is it, a snake?” Hen asks knowing a snake wouldn’t create the bulge he witnessed. With innocent fairness, the assumption is the only creature he can think about conjuring.
Bill needs both hands before he lifts whatever he has speared in the sand. The heavy creature resists coming out of the ground. The sharp, gyrating knife then spins and shreds more of the thing’s insides. Bill's internal mincing helps pull-up the monster.
“Look at this thing,” he calls. He strains and lifts a huge black beetle over his head. Eventually, he swivels around on his knees and shows Hen.
Bill stands holding his catch displayed upside down and impaled on the knife. The eight legs, possibly more, wave in cooperation and the insect swims through frictionless air. The heathen buttresses his elbows against his chest and adds himself extra support.
“I’ve never seen it before,” the heathen claims.
The beetle raises an only wing case that isn't pinned against its body. Instead a hind wing, a number of eyeballs rotate underneath. Hen sees them clearly from the truck. To him, the human eyeballs looks like some unknown big beetle deformation. Bill watches when the half dozen eyes roll and focus on him. The pupils in the reddish brown irises contract exposed to the sunlight.
“The eyes are human,” Bill determines aloud. He turns the beetle around and looks at its head. He wants to locate proper compound-insect eyes, but can’t find any. The thing has no antennae or feelers, either. The beetle has only a maw. The mouth on the monster opens and closes, savagely chewing the air. The biting orifice captivates Bill. He studies the shape as closely as he dares.
“And it’s got human teeth too.”
More bulges swells the sand. All arose already close and moving toward Bill. Hen warns the mad heathen examiner. “There’s a lot more. Hurry up and get in the truck!”
Bill also sees the lumps advance and he swings the alien beetle off his knife. It flies as a heavy and awkward as a stone from a catapult. Where it falls, the un-lanced insect immediately burrows back under the sand. Bill wastes no time climbing back onto safety.
Hen refuses to grab the man’s extended hand. “I can't, I'm disabled” he pleads.
In actuality, the hand Bill throws up had been submerged in that corpse. Blood still coats him past his wrist. In fact, both his hands had been involved in the vulgar butchery.
The lack of help does not slow the heathen. He jumps off the sand and lays in the truck before the moving mounds reach the spot he stood. No beetles then surface. The mounds circle and sink once there is nothing more they might hunt.
Margot Sebash finds herself mired in the state of mind she desperately scrambles to evade. As expected, secluding herself in her apartment all day does invite the full brunt of feeling glum. Fate insists she suffer tumultuous agony. Enduring traffic and driving an insane UnChosen downtown had only wasted time.
She wants to redeem herself because she’s so angry at Mark Adut. She's not helping him. Margot thinks, maybe if she helps someone else less fortunate, she might teach herself patience and listen to her ex-friend-lover's story. Polite and superficial Church doctrine states forgiveness isn't given to those who can't forgive. The moral makes Margot more furious.
She rejects the helplessness that statement condones. In fairness, everything today makes her mad. The root of her foul mood is that old friend from college. She made the mistake of having sex with the self-confessed philanderer. Her situation now with Mark Adut was something she must confront. They need to meet in-person.
“Fuck you, Mark!” Margot thinks aloud to her herself. Periodically, throughout the day, when her brain obsesses on nothing but vindication, she screams the curse. Lucky for her, the neighbors are at work. Margot hopes her rage subsides by the time they return from their jobs. But, who did she kid? Margot plans she will upset casual acquaintances and strangers.
Provoked enough, absolute strangers initiate confrontations Margot crave. She feels a little guilty, realizing she is the genuine instigator. She especially does not want to deal with a patrol sent to investigate a civil disturbance. The military hampers her self-expression. It stifles her professional and artistic expression.
Because she's a reporter, the damned censors cut her words into inoffensive catch phrases. Margot knows she needs to suppress her frustration, but keeping her anger inside usually leads to something punitive, like cutting herself. Margot hurt herself when she was a teenager.
Now she's grown, the adolescent indulgence seems childish and pitiful, but the self-destructive urge linger. Reporting for the military helps Margot displace that impulse. Bloody violence, carnage and pain satisfies her and all radio listeners. There is reservation in that punishment is the historical lot of the UnChosen.
Given that catharsis, Margot still did not understand why she directs attacks against herself. Child psychologists theorize injuring oneself is a mechanism with which a young mind verifies existence. The very act seems the opposite. Margot believed destruction is blind and ravenous. Unleashed, the malleable beast did not care who suffered its teeth. Friends, her mother and father all became fodder. Emotional release always assumes unpredictable shapes, only its teeth are constant.
Like a rat, the raging teeth always need to be ground. Ignoring that necessity overgrows, ferocious incisors. More frightening is when her hatred coalesces, Margot never wants its manifestation stopped. And she always welcomes its return, like a forgiven prodigal child.
Falling asleep the night before last seemed easier. Even that other night, Margot had grown anxious about Dil Cortras, whom she left stranded at the Wall. Curfew had trapped him far from Saint Erasmus. Driving away, she knows a patrol will catch the insane UnChosen soon after dark. The military then will send him to a detention camp.
She genuinely hopes he finds his younger brother – because that's where the other one is. Margot merely wants the best possible outcome, and never bothers to verify the older Cortras is captured. She never thinks twice about the man.
Her wish honestly did not amuse Margot. Reporters wrote stories about law-breaking UnChosen, but they are victims, too. Margot understands that now and personally witnesses the injustice. The reports her occupation deliver are really merely descriptions of the varied swaths of rampaging beasts, such as the one living inside her. The public unwittingly vents the stress of their urban lives through military radio.
Guilt stings Margot like a splinter in the palm of her hand, buried and unreachable. The truth of the Unchosen’s subjection amplifies the pang. The sting carries some benefit and keeps her thoughts from Mark. Her need to escape him is displaced and amplifies the injustice compelling her to help an UnChosen man.
Leaving Saint Erasmus with the needy Dil Cortras, Margot really believed she wanted to help and she had only hoped to be distracted from Mark. Although, the distraction worked temporarily. Knowing she doomed the second Cortras brother presented only a minor regret, but her brief respite from Mark justified the treason. The betrayal lets her fall asleep, and sleep is the only thing she honestly feels grateful for.
Of course, Margot wakes early and immediately ignites the raging fire that burns all day. She first thinks a full forty-eight hours has passed since Mark abandoned her for his wife, Sarah. Then she loses track of time. No matter what amount passes, Margot feels betrayed. Margot believes she and Mark are always meant to be together.
Fickle circumstance had never allowed their momentary affair, not until very recently. They finally actualized their relationship right before Mark’s wife had her nervous breakdown. Margot couldn’t understand why Sarah had picked her to attack. The woman had her choice of countless mistresses her husband parades before the nutty woman.
The only rope Margot snare and stops her plunge into depression is hatred. Someone must take blame and Margot refuses the role of that scapegoat. Owning blame gave the destructive beast inside her a convenient target. Besides, Margot already knew the real culprits.
Sarah and Mark had engineered the attack on her at Saint Erasmus. The conclusion seemed the only explanation why Sarah had waited for them at the church. Despite anything Dil Cortras says, a demon did not summon the woman – and definitely not that retarded boy, Davey Stoughnt.
Davey possessed? That is ridiculous, and Dil knew so when he made the claim. Earlier that day, Dil and a priest tried convincing Margot that retarded boy became the messiah, reborn. Mark had his signature all over the drama. Margot thinks he must know the priest, Reverend Benedict Ishkott. Mark knows everyone.
The charismatic man has contacts all throughout the Church and the military. And the priest at Saint Erasmus must also have a fetish for theatrics. The miraculously healed hand made an ingenious illusion. Adding more danger, Dil Cortras introduces demons.
The priest found a co-author and willing actors. Mark and Sarah took the spotlight and orchestrated their acts perfectly, solely for the sake of Margot’s humiliation. She only needs to know why.
Mark is sick if he exercises his creativity through such ostentatious manipulation of people. He must have other reasons for his charade, Margot is certain.
He probably cheats on his wife because boredom. Then after so many women, even his affairs grow too easy. He needs an elaborate drama of betrayal or some grand grand joke. Well, he’ll get his drama and Margot’s revenge will follow.
She successfully fends off temptation and will hunt him down another time. Soon after rolling out of the bed into the dark morning, Margot realizes she's forgotten about writing the story they had been assigned the other day. Tardiness displeases military censors, so Margot imagines the next story she turns over to the military had better be a suicide note.
These stupid oversights kill a reporter's career. Newcomers like herself, trying to make a name in the occupation, never receive another opportunity. Adding insult to injury, reporters are paid only for stories accepted for broadcast. Rejected stories merit no money. The desperate realization her career is threatened makes Margot panic.
Luck is scant today, applied against catching-up her transcription workload from yesterday and making her quota. Immediately, she recognizes a simmering frustration compromises her ability and she can't concentrate. Margot spends all morning making mistakes, correcting them and finding even more problems.
Alarm over her staggered progress only worsens her performance. Margot knows she made the right decision and avoided transcription work yesterday. But the benefit of prudence through procrastination did not extend against the consequences of poor workmanship. This shoddy work is Mark’s fault too. “Fuck Mark!”
Neglecting her jobs and doing nothing, nearly a quarter of Margot’s waking day passes without anguish or irrational and pathetic rage, then the afternoon comes. She feels herself between a rock and a hard place. The smart thing she might do is run the hurdles of the transcription work, or Margot can call Mark. Neither option offers immediate award.
Instead, Margot finds something she can eat. She had forgotten about eating breakfast, and dinner the night before. Skipping meals wasn't unusual, but not eating them because guilt and rage is a new phenomenon. Margot had allowed herself to become so hungry because her own emotions preyed upon her. This way, she ate herself. She recognized the fact.
Nothing appealing rots in her refrigerator and cabinets. Fine. In her mood, she will only resent temptation. Margot forgets whatever she eats. It may not have even been cooked. The water she drinks naively satisfies and drinking remains tolerable if not unconscious.
The latter realization prompts Margot to buy wine. She retrieves her stashed ration tickets. Miss Sebash never drinks much, even with her friends on Sunday, so she saves her share. The tickets must be redeemed soon; the Church is about to instigate an expiration date on them. Too many people save-up for binge episodes of drunkenness and those episodes keep patrols unnecessarily busy after curfew.
Margot occupies the rest of the afternoon and early evening retrieving a few bottles of wine. Above anything else, the number of bottles she can carry dictates her purchase. She can't recall leaving her apartment and returning. In fact, Margot consumes half the first bottle before she realizes the wine hasn't been on her kitchen counter until tonight. Time and accountability slips away as slickly as the booze.
By sunset, she already and repeatedly attempts to reach Mark on his telephone. An answering machine receives every call. The machine seems invented specifically for the man. The soulless invention gives him an impersonal device, built specially to avoiding confrontation.
Margot skips leaving messages for her one-time lover. She saves her ire for something more productive, creative and powerful. She busies herself late into the evening, writing an especially vitriolic monologue. By then, the story for the military and transcription work fade into insignificance and are appropriately forgotten. Margot sketches her whole speech for her errant lover on a piece of paper; scratches it out, throws it away and writes it again.
She achieves as much success writing the scalding message as she had earlier with her transcription. Margot isn't satisfied with her literary masterpiece until the third bottle of wine is empty. Both accomplishments bless Margot with a little drowsy peace. Mark deserves every accusation and curse she's written. That night, she never gets a chance to read her composition for him. She passes-out and rolls off the couch before makes the call.
The next morning, the hangover pales against her lack of sleep. Margot wakes before the sun again. The waning moon still hang lonely in the sky while she fumbles and makes herself coffee. She regrets her machine brews only four cups at a time despite mornings she never drinks more than a couple. Margot sorely needs caffeine today. The extra stimulant craving is also Mark’s fault. Margot is certain, if she thinks long enough, he can also be accountable for the coffee pot's insufficient size. This angry, obsessive thinking apparently rises early, too.
The day will not start becoming frustrated again because her poor transcriptions, Margot tells herself. She thinks Mark must be home by now, even if he had spent the night with another floozy. She plans to call him right after she drinks her coffee and reviews the speech she wrote. While the only breakfast she anticipates that morning brews, she finds the draft. Once she pours a cup with cream, she sits down and looks at her angry rant. It reads like garbage.
The rambling gibberish makes no sense. The paragraphs are often preceded or ended with an emphatic “fuck you” - and she is still inclined to leave those in. The only difference the script offers between reading the written word to Mark and cursing him directly is the text loses impact. Even more, her long pauses, spent deciphering her own grammar and meaning, robbed the confrontation of its dignified emotional response. Margot throws away the paper. Dawn breaks, so she calls him unprepared.
No surprise, an answering machine picks up the call. She thinks Mark probably still sleeps, even though a good reporter never misses an opportunity for a story. He might be in the shower.
Margot debates if she will continue suffering and make her ignored phone calls every few minutes. Mark slaps her in the face each time he refuses to answer his phone. After an hour or longer, she supposes she can eventually leave a message.
Mark will not call back, and her recorded message promises no return. Margot anticipates she will only grow more sick with anger. If he wanted to speak with her, she assumes he will have already called. She finally makes a decision and prepares herself to go to his house. He should have called.
Sarah will likely be still in the hospital, or care facility, or wherever psychotic people went for vacation. Margot expects she will stay physically safe. Distracted, she neglects changing her clothes, fixing her hair or applying makeup. Now that she will see Mark, she only needs to get into her car, comfortable little Mariposa.
The morning rush hour had begun, and the designation became an exasperating oxymoron. Hundreds of thousands of people squashed into the ritually assembled parking lot every day. Within the walls of the Promised Land, the military dedicated itself to traffic control, and bombs – but they had few options. The Wall needs to be knocked down because the original layout of Capital prohibits expansion.
The road on top of the Wall might also be opened to the people. Yet the military respects no public argument. If military commanders and the Church won't share the resource, Margot personally didn’t think they should have their monuments. The Wall should be torn down. Fewer people every year remember why it had been built or the heathen bomb crusades waged a generation ago. Her own grandmother told Margot about those tragic and forgotten days – and there's nothing like that today. People only see the Wall and know then Chosen live behind a shield.
Once the monument is demolished, the Promised Land can then be pushed out and encompass the encampment, after the UnChosen are driven away – of course – and more. The Wall will then immediately need to be rebuilt – In the meantime, heathens might descend upon the unguarded Promised Land and flatten Capital building by building. The cost of hypothetical lives and resources is prohibitive. All her extra consideration requires Margot to rethink her wish.
Less thought and more emotion push the fantasy out of mind. Her obsession with Mark suddenly again monopolizes her attention. She stops thinking altogether and stares deadpan out the windshield. If an impending confrontation with the man did not burn in her stomach, she might have realized why she, too, joined the living dead she had once glimpsed driving the freeways.
A couple days ago, Margot rode the freeway with Mark. She took the opportunity and scanned the lifeless faces of other drivers. Like those zombies, she also now drives automatically. Only the tedious pace of traffic prevents accidents.
Equally distracted, Margot forgets what she drank last night. The brand had never consciously registered. She supposed she had even failed to distinguish the taste between white and red. All of that now fell into the past and so did the long drive. When she woke again this morning, Margot remembers she arrives outside Mark’s house. She stands on the sidewalk in front.
She walks to his home. One minute, she broods in traffic, and the next, she physically steps onto the front porch of her married lover's house. All other things are forgotten as a matter of self-defense. Margot does remember where she parked her precious Mariposa.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11047 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!