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To Kate,

for being the rambunctious kid sister every brother should be so lucky to have.

To Tim,

for always being my best man.

This story is for you.

To Mom,

for your unconditional love and support, and for never letting me forget how good well I did in eighth-grade English.

To Carly,

for sharing your life with me.

I took on this book in an effort to impress you, and never would have been able to finish it without you.

To Dad,

for the annotated copy of Lamb.

You hoped for a note from me in a copy of my own book one day.

Here it is, in every cover: We did it. Thank you.


CHARLIE



I’VE JUST SEEN A FACE
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Suicides were Charlie Dawson’s least favorite part of the job for two reasons. The first was the inherent tragedy of the whole thing. Death was never pleasant, but there was a pretty dramatic gulf between an eighty-year-old man passing peacefully in his sleep and a young woman demonstrating her outlook on life via an exit wound blown out her skull. The second reason was that suicide assignments were never easy. There were few guarantees in the Ferryman world, but that was certainly one of them.

The young woman currently standing in front of Charlie—Alice Spiegel, according to the report—seemed awfully casual for someone who was about to call time on her life. She’d straightened up her room, changed her clothes (not that Charlie was watching, of course—or, maybe he was, but he was trying not to . . . mostly trying not to), and lightly made up her face. It was only after she ran out of mundane things to procrastinate over that she walked into her closet. She reappeared several minutes later, the handle of a silver box held tightly in her right hand. Alice set the case down on her bed, carefully lifted the top, and pulled out the implement of her impending demise.

Charlie couldn’t say what type of handgun she produced, matte black and heavy in her dainty hands. He was willing to bet it fired bullets, though, which currently topped the list of things that mattered at the moment. Alice’s eyes, half lidded and calm, studied how the gun nestled in her fingers, flipping her hand back and forth in the subdued light cast by her desk lamp. Satisfied, she slammed a clip into the pistol, cocked it, and flicked off the safety, all with a remarkable nonchalance.

No, tonight was definitely not going to be easy.

There was no anxiety in the way Alice carried herself across the room, no nerves on display as she sat behind her desk. Charlie peeked at his watch. Just under a minute now. With a shake of his head, he pulled out the president’s envelope from inside his suit jacket. A golden seal had been pressed over the flap, an embellished key—the president’s insignia—embossed in the wax. He’d been told in his initial briefing that said envelope would only open when it was supposed to . . . which, as instructions went, was about as useful as a sandwich bag on the moon. It was his first Presidential Assignment—a corporate classification he didn’t even know officially existed until an hour ago—and he was in no mood to blow it.

Truth be told, Charlie was having trouble figuring out what was so special about this case. There didn’t seem to be any wrinkles to it (girl gets gun, girl ends life—undoubtedly tragic, but not exactly unique), and he’d handled far more heart-wrenching suicides than this. Still, the assignment came directly from the president of the Ferryman Institute, which had to mean something. That’s what he hoped, anyway.

A small pop shifted Charlie’s focus back to the envelope in his hand. Unlike moments ago, the top flap now waved gently free, the seal having split and fallen to the floor in two identically sized pieces. As Charlie watched, the two halves silently disintegrated, each one fading away into nothingness.

There’s my cue, he thought.

He gripped the contents of the envelope and pulled, expecting the letter inside to slide right out. It didn’t. Out of the corner of his eye, Alice was bringing the gun up to her right temple. Charlie tried again with the same emasculating result. Man, how did they stick this in here? he wondered, all the while yanking furiously on the piece of paper inside.

Charlie’s mind, masochistic as ever, began to prepare the explanation he’d inevitably have to give the president detailing his failure on the assignment. Yes, sir, I couldn’t get it out of the envelope, sir. Yes, sir, very stuck, sir. Only King Arthur would have been able to pull it out, sir. No, sir, I can assure you I have absolutely no pride or dignity left to speak of. That sounded about right. However, just as he’d resigned himself to that humiliating fate, the letter popped free of its standard number 10 prison.

Charlie stole a glance at the time. Twenty seconds and counting.

The piece of paper inside had been folded in half. Almost immediately, it opened of its own accord. He began to read.

Fifteen seconds left.

Charlie wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it definitely wasn’t this.

The letter inside contained nine words handwritten in big, bold letters on an otherwise blank sheet. Charlie read it, then read it again. Nine stupidly simple words, and he still couldn’t believe what they said.

Ten seconds.

There was a horrifying moment where Charlie’s mind seemed to shrivel up and disappear. It was as if having the ability to think had been nothing but a pleasant memory, erased in an instant by two measly sentences. Thankfully, his faculties returned quickly enough. Not so thankfully, they’d essentially taken to running around inside his head with their hair on fire.

Five seconds.

It was a wholly unbelievable choice he was being given, in the most literal sense of the word. But it was a no-brainer, wasn’t it?

With a fluid but frantic swoop, his hand dove into the interior pocket of his jacket, a place it had gone many, many times before, and wrapped around his Ferryman Key.

Two seconds.

Acting purely on instinct, he drew the key out and tossed it underhand toward Alice Spiegel’s desk. Charlie only realized after the key was well out of his hand that his plan (possibly a strong word for it) hinged on the need for an absolutely perfect throw. Willie Mays, Charlie was not.

Everything in that moment, time included, seemed preoccupied with his Ferryman Key as it arced through the air. Charlie felt like there wasn’t a single detail that escaped him. He watched intently as Alice noticed the key in her peripheral vision. The gun dipped ever so slightly as her focus shifted to the golden object first sailing past her head, then clattering loudly against her desk. It was impossible for Charlie not to see her look of undiluted shock reflected in the mirror when it skidded to a stop. It was also impossible to miss her reaction when their eyes locked in the mirror. Without his key, she could see him now, standing behind her, staring at her, a stranger suddenly consuming the reflection. And the look in her eyes . . . Charlie knew that to be a dangerous one.

Alice screamed.

She spun around to face him with an undeniable grace. In that fraction of a second, Alice shifted the barrel of the gun from caressing her skull and instead leveled it at him.

She held it there, her body in a sloppy Weaver stance, her breath frantic, her arms trembling. Charlie needed to defuse the situation, and fast. The unfortunate truth, however, was that in his haste to come up with the first part of his plan, he’d failed to consider anything beyond that. Throw key on desk? Check. Get her attention? Check. Panic because he didn’t know what to do now? Sure, might as well check that off, too.

“Uh, you have a very nice bedroom,” he said, mainly because he had no idea what else to say. In terms of first impressions, it was probably not Charlie’s finest work.

A magnificently loud BLAM cut off any follow-ups to that with a well-placed bullet straight to his forehead.

Charlie Dawson’s head snapped back, his whole body tumbling with it. The instructions he was holding in his left hand went flying into the air. He caught a glimpse of the paper, now parallel to the ceiling, right before his world went dark.

Written in bold black letters on that ordinary sheet of paper were those nine, short words:

BE A FERRYMAN OR SAVE THE GIRL. YOUR CHOICE.


ONE WEEK EARLIER
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CHARLIE



CLIFF DIVING
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Charlie Dawson slammed into the canyon floor with a force that would have made Wile E. Coyote blush. His limbs splayed in directions they really had no business being in, like a discarded marionette with its strings cut. A particularly sharp spear of rock skewered him through his shirtless chest, piercing nearly two feet out his back.

A few seconds passed in silence before Cartwright yelled after him. “I would award the dismount top marks,” he called down in his late-Victorian accent. “However, I must deduct points for the improper positioning of your toes. For my final score, I give a seven-point-five.” His voice carried easily in the desert’s desolate stillness.

Charlie, his face buried several inches into the earth, replied with a muted but distinctly audible mmph.

Several additional seconds ticked by before Cartwright called down again. “I sincerely hope you’re not talking into the strata again, Charles.”

A modest crunching sound filtered through the air as Charlie removed his head from the layer of sandstone it had been embedded in. “Only a seven-point-five?” he yelled back up.

“Ah, much better, thank you,” Cartwright said as the words reached him. “As to your question, I’m afraid so, my dear fellow. I would even go so far as to suggest my scoring was rather generous. The foundation for an excellent score is built on impeccable fundamental technique.”

Charlie hadn’t the faintest idea what he looked like after his feet left the cliff’s edge, nor did he particularly care. As far as techniques were concerned, Charlie’s list began and ended with hit the ground. But while the score was meaningless, the resulting opportunities to try and fluster the otherwise completely unflappable Cartwright were not.

“Fine,” Charlie called up, “I’ll take your word on my toes. Can we at least both agree that I stuck the landing?” He paused, then added, “Get it? Stuck the landing? Because I’m stuck on this rock right now?”

Awful puns were the only weakness of Cartwright’s that Charlie had managed to discover thus far. They were a tenuous form of attack at best.

True to form, Cartwright continued to smile gamely and merely shook his head. “Charles, I will admit there are moments when your misguided attempts at humor make me question our friendship. Heinous wordplay notwithstanding, your score stands.” Even from fifty-some-odd yards below, Charlie could see the British gentleman look out in the direction of the vanishing sun before returning his gaze to the depths of the canyon. His eyes twinkled in the last slanted rays of sunlight. “In any case, do hurry up, if you so please. It appears as if our only source of light is retiring for the evening, and I daresay I wouldn’t mind doing the same. Oh, and I made tea, should you be interested in partaking.” And with that, his head disappeared from view.

Charlie sighed. He’d hoped to get in one more dive before the sun completely set, but there was no stopping Cartwright when he had tea on the brain. In the many years they’d been acquainted, Charlie had known Cartwright to be an almost painfully polite and pleasant person. Yet even Charlie couldn’t say for sure what unspeakable things the man might do in the name of Earl Grey. So, with a slight huff, Charlie began to get up.

It was slow going at first, but before long his body settled into its usual rhythm of self-repair. Misplaced limbs gingerly rotated back into place, broken bones set themselves, cuts and lacerations simply closed up and disappeared. In a span of seconds, Charlie’s anatomy shifted from abstract Picasso to something actually recognizable as human physiology. When his body was more or less back in working order, he casually slid himself off the pointed rock and stood, dusting off his shorts and ruffling his hair as he did. Save for the flecks of dirt that fluttered out and a few new rips in his shorts, Charlie appeared no worse for wear. Not that he’d been expecting anything different.

His focus turned to the exit rope he’d affixed several hundred feet away down the canyon floor. As Charlie padded toward it on his bare feet, his hand unconsciously reached for the key nestled in his shorts’ pocket. Charlie traced it with his right hand, feeling the ornate inscription carved into the shaft beneath his fingertips. He eventually pulled the key from his pocket and held it high in the fading light, staring at the word inscribed on it as if he were seeing it for the first time. PORTHMEUS, it read. Translated from Latin, it meant Ferryman. At least, that’s what Cartwright had told him. Regardless of its translation, that word had changed Charlie’s life. He was a Ferryman, an immortal guide tasked with leading the souls of the dead to the afterlife. A man who, in exchange for his service, had received the many gifts of immortality: perpetual youth, lack of pain or sickness, boundless energy . . .

Gifts, Charlie thought, a sad smirk pursed on his lips.

He reached the rope and began to climb. By the time he arrived at the top edge of the canyon, the sky had graduated from its rich pinks and vivid reds to be ensconced in a somber midnight blue.

“Ah, Charles. Alive and in one piece, I see,” Cartwright said as Charlie hoisted himself over the canyon’s lip. Cartwright was sitting comfortably in a folding chair several yards back from the cliff’s edge, a well-worn copy of Moby-Dick cracked open in his hands. Cartwright’s build—not to mention choice of facial hair—was probably best described as nineteenth-century pugilist. His lanky frame and narrow shoulders belied the cords of muscle Charlie knew were hiding underneath his loose button-down. A finely trimmed crest of slicked-back hair the color of coal rode atop his head while his mustache—that luxuriant, neatly twirled, pinnacle-of-masculinity-itself mustache—flexed on his upper lip in a never-ending tribute to an era of manliness long since past. A lacquered yet otherwise ordinary pipe was perched between his lips, a veil of hazy smoke drifting out of its bowl. To the right of Cartwright’s chair sat a small, battery-powered teakettle, complete with a pair of unadorned white teacups. His full name, as introduced, was William Henry Taylor Cartwright IV, but he’d insisted from the very beginning that Charlie simply refer to him by his surname.

“If I didn’t know any better,” Charlie said, “I’d almost say you sound surprised.”

Cartwright waved his pipe in the air to dismiss the statement, causing the smoke to trace indistinct patterns in the darkening sky. “As a friend who has watched you inflict countless acts of gratuitous violence upon yourself, I must be honest in saying I’m not. Rationally, there’s no reason you shouldn’t be fine.” He finally looked up from his book. “But that doesn’t mean a small but irrational part of me isn’t always relieved to see you as you stand before me now.”

Charlie took a look at himself. “Covered in dirt?” He brushed off the modest layer of grime he’d acquired scaling the canyon wall in nothing but a pair of shorts.

Cartwright sighed. “I was implying something much more profound, but I should have known better than to think you would gratefully accept such heartfelt intent.”

“You’re right. You should have known better, and on both accounts, I might add.” Charlie wandered over and sat down on a bare patch of dirt beside Cartwright. The stars winked into existence above them as the sky grew darker.

Despite the remarkable celestial panorama—despite the cliff diving, the amusing banter with Cartwright, the sunset, despite all the things he enjoyed—Charlie’s mind wandered elsewhere. A much darker elsewhere.

The elsewhere it always seemed to be these days.

He thought of last week’s assignment, of the young man lying in front of him, alone and helpless. He thought of himself, standing there, waiting for the man—practically a kid, really—to die. He thought of all the things he could’ve done differently, of how, in the end, he’d done his job, just like he always did.

Without fail, it was always the job first. Always the job, forever and ever.

“May I ask you a slightly personal question?”

The sound of Cartwright’s voice snapped Charlie’s attention to the present. He turned to see Cartwright looking over at him, his book now closed in his lap. Though Cartwright’s expressions were almost always perfectly neutral, Charlie couldn’t help but notice the slight tint of concern in his friend’s eyes. Worse, Charlie had a feeling he knew exactly what—or, more accurately, who—Cartwright was truly worried about.

“I have a feeling even if I say no, you’re going to ask anyway,” Charlie replied.

Cartwright gave him a mischievous smile. “I’m not sure I’d put it quite so brusquely . . .”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Charlie said, waving him off. “Ask away with my blessing.”

Even with Charlie’s permission to continue, Cartwright hesitated. A moment of silence followed, after which he placed his book on the ground. Cartwright gave the stars a searching look, as if they might contain the answer to the question he’d yet to say out loud. Finally, he turned again toward Charlie.

“Rightly or wrongly, I can’t shake the notion that there is something weighing heavily on your mind,” he said. If his eyes had only hinted at concern moments ago, then the somber tone of his voice removed any remaining doubt.

A dour smirk flitted across Charlie’s face. Cartwright had a remarkable knack for knowing exactly what Charlie’s mind-set was at any given time. Granted, Charlie also had the poker face of an excitable three-year-old, so maybe that wasn’t as impressive as it seemed. Regardless, while he appreciated Cartwright’s concern, Charlie wanted nothing to do with the topic. There were several things he’d have to be forced to do, and talk about Charlie Dawson was one of them.

“For the record, that wasn’t a question,” Charlie said. It was a noble attempt at avoiding the discussion.

Cartwright, however, was not so easily dissuaded. “Your propensity for quibbling over semantics aside, I would wager considerably that you still see my point,” he said.

Unfortunately, Charlie did. “It’s nothing to worry about,” he replied, trying to sound indifferent. He suspected it came off as anything but.

“I believe that is also precisely what the Romans said when the barbarians arrived outside their city walls,” Cartwright said. “Except in Latin, naturally, but I digress.” Cartwright smiled, but his eyes still lacked their playful glimmer, as if he’d seen what Charlie had actually been thinking earlier and knew he’d just been lied to. Or maybe that was just Charlie projecting. Lying always gave him a serious case of the guilt trips.

Cartwright pulled a small white towel from his pants’ pocket and proceeded to clean his used cup, then absentmindedly packed up his various possessions—teakettle and cups, book, pipe—into a small suitcase before closing it shut. “I apologize if I’ve offended, old friend. However, in the two and a half centuries we’ve been acquainted, I cannot recall a time you’ve seemed quite so . . . distant.”

The remark stung only because Charlie knew it was the truth. While he’d always believed he hid his emotions well, he was increasingly aware of lapses in the great charade. Even Charlie begrudgingly accepted that, based on recent behavior alone, it didn’t take a PhD in psychology to point out what Cartwright had just alluded to. Maybe it was high time he admitted it.

Charlie picked himself off the ground and stood just as Cartwright did the same. The moon had taken the sun’s place in the sky now. Though not full, it was large and bright enough to cast a pale glow, illuminating the desert in a ghostly light.

“I know.” Charlie then paused, searching for the right words and coming up empty. With a shrug, he ran his hand roughly through his short crop of hair. “I know.” There was a not-insubstantial part of Charlie’s mind that desperately wanted to open up, to confess, to tell somebody about all the drama it was currently racking itself with. Yet he held his tongue.

Cartwright, perhaps sensing the moment had whispered away, gave Charlie his neutral smile. “Chin up, my good fellow. You are made of stern stuff, indeed, of that I have no doubt. I will not press you on the matter. A man should be entitled to the sanctity and privacy of his own thoughts. However, should you find a need to confide in someone, I am at your beck and call.”

“I appreciate it,” Charlie said. He initially felt content leaving it there, but then he quickly added, “Really, I’m fine. Seriously. I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately.”

Cartwright’s smile softened before he gave the hint of a bow. “A more disturbing notion I could not possibly dream of—that is to say, you using your mind.”

The bow complete, Cartwright produced a golden key from his vest pocket, one nearly identical to Charlie’s own. With an elegant grace suggesting countless repetition, Cartwright thrust the key through the air, twisted it, and let go. A barely perceptible click sounded in the night, and the key, now floating in midair three and a half feet above the ground, remained motionless. A moment later, the silhouette of a doorway appeared around it, shimmering gently in the moon’s light like a heat mirage. With his free hand, Cartwright pushed forward. The outline silently swung open on invisible hinges, revealing a sterile white hallway beyond.

“’Til next we meet, Charles,” he said as he plucked the key from its floating position and replaced it in his pocket. “Do take care of yourself.”

Charlie gave a wave. “I will. Be good, Cartwright.”

Cartwright hefted his suitcase and chair, then walked through the door. As he passed beyond the threshold, the opening swung closed, and the night air of the barren landscape was once again whole.

Charlie stood alone, out in some uninhabited stretch of the Mojave, and stared at the stars. They seemed different tonight, as if they’d somehow lost some of their luster. He knew they hadn’t—that was easy enough to see—which could only mean that he was seeing them differently. It was not an altogether pleasant prospect. After several minutes, he turned his gaze away and decided it was time he headed back as well. He’d ducked out unannounced again, which he was sure to catch some grief for, but the hell with it.

He took out his key and reproduced Cartwright’s steps with the same deft grace, turning it until he was greeted with a click, then stepping into the narrow white passageway that appeared shortly thereafter. The passage was about twelve feet long and reminiscent of an average hallway in its length and shape, but strange in that its walls, ceiling, and floor were all completely devoid of color. Even after centuries of use, Charlie still found traversing the corridor, as he called it, a mildly bizarre experience. At the opposite end of the passageway stood a stout brown door, its surface weathered with scratches and nicks of varying shapes, lengths, and depths. It was a wholly unremarkable door, which, thanks to its surroundings, made it actually (and ironically) quite remarkable. Nailed into the door at about eye level was a small yellow plaque made from some indistinct metal or combination thereof. It, too, was simple and, like the door, had clearly seen better days. However, it carried with it a strange sense of stature, as if it had been around far longer than the wood it was attached to. Etched into the plaque’s surface were the words:

THE FERRYMAN INSTITUTE

Charlie twisted the key back and removed it from the door, then began walking down the hall. As he moved past the door, it swung silently shut, and the last view of the night sky disappeared behind him.


ALICE



MEET ALICE
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Alice hated meatloaf. Detested it. It was the bane of her culinary existence, the kryptonite to her Superman. She wouldn’t eat it in a box; she wouldn’t eat it with a fox. In fact, she wouldn’t eat it trapped in a box with a fox hell-bent on ripping her throat out. She stared at the piece of meatloaf as it lurked menacingly over her dollop of mashed potatoes. Okay, maybe she could be compelled to eat it if it meant not getting her throat ripped out, but that didn’t make her feel any better about it. She knew it was childish to have such an averse reaction to dinner, especially as a quote-unquote “young adult” aged twenty-five, but there were certain things you just didn’t get over in life. For Alice, it was meatloaf. And clowns. But mostly meatloaf.

“You haven’t touched your meatloaf yet,” her father remarked before sticking a large forkful of it into his mouth.

When Alice had come down to dinner, she was mortified to find the brick of meat sitting in the middle of the table. Having spent more than a few late nights at the office, Dad had opted to cook tonight for the first time in weeks, and she could sense he felt a certain amount of pride in his work. The last thing she wanted to do was take that away from him. Already a sense of foreboding began to build in the pit of her stomach, just below where the meatloaf would be digested if she chose to eat it. Maybe she could force herself to eat it, for his sake?

It sat ponderously in front of her, mocking her in all its meaty glory. Her stomach clenched in queasy protest. No, she couldn’t. She didn’t even want to poke it lest it contaminate her fork and then, by extension, the rest of her meal.

Why? Why, of all things, meatloaf? Her fork began trembling slightly in her hand. Alice immediately set it down and made a show of wiping her mouth. Calm down, she thought. No reason to get all worked up. Dad probably just forgot you don’t like it.

Exactly. This was just her sitting down to dinner with an entrée she didn’t like. Actually, she loathed it, but whatever—same difference. Everything was going to be just fine. So what if her mother would have never made a plate of her most vehemently disliked meal? No big deal. Who cared if she wanted to scream at that stupid, semiburned meat block until her lungs exploded in violent tatters like a grossly overinflated car tire? That was still a perfectly normal and rational reaction to this situation, right?

Alice picked her fork back up. Unfortunately, she knew the answer to that question.

“It’s just meatloaf. It won’t kill you.” Alice’s younger sister Carolyn had now joined the fray. Carolyn knew of Alice’s utter resentment to anything vaguely related to the meatloaf kingdom, yet decided that it was appropriate to weigh in because that’s what Carolyn did. Worse, her comment meant that she’d noticed Alice hadn’t touched it yet, which just made Alice that much more self-conscious. “It’s good protein, too,” she added. A mass of half-chewed mush—about the same color and consistency as the, ahem, contents of a recently used baby diaper—screamed for rescue from inside her sister’s mouth as she spoke.

Alice tried to send Carolyn her patented death stare, but Carolyn’s consistent lack of table manners was nauseating and Alice simply couldn’t bear the sight. Not that she could actually kill anyone with her death stare, but it was known to make people feel very, very guilty, and guilt stare wasn’t all that catchy.

The end of Alice’s fork found its way into her mashed potatoes, and with an exaggerated gusto, she dug in. It was a vain attempt to deflect the attention off her current eating habits, an attention she rather strongly disliked (though, to be fair, she tried to avoid any attention, eating or otherwise). Like a surgeon working near a major artery, she deftly maneuvered her fork around her plate, operating so as to avoid making contact with the hideous baked meat amalgamation.

“Is something wrong with the meatloaf?”

She looked up to see her father gazing at her, his own fork hanging limply in the air as he studied her.

“No, no, not at all. I just . . . had a late lunch.” It was a lame attempt at a save, but it was plausible, so it would have to do. “Yeah, just not, you know, super hungry tonight.” She pushed her plate forward for emphasis.

He raised an eyebrow. “You feeling okay?”

She felt the concern coming off him in waves. Wouldn’t you be worried, too, she thought, if your daughter locked herself in her room for hours on end, then didn’t eat at all? She looked again at the meatloaf. Actually, if I had a daughter and put that in front of her, I’d probably call child services and turn myself in.

The sad part was that he was right to be concerned—she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a full meal. A week ago? Longer than that. If anything, that made her hate the meatloaf more for drawing attention to what she was—or, more practically, wasn’t—consuming. Alice’s thoughts started to spiral downward in an unfortunately familiar pattern. She hated meatloaf—honest to goodness considered it an assault on all five of her senses—but more than that, she hated how it was making her feel. It was such a stupid, pitiful, downright pathetic reaction to anything, let alone food.

Wow. Can’t even get through dinner without an internal meltdown anymore. Now that’s pathetic.

Alice centered herself with a deep breath. She hoped it went unnoticed. All she wanted was to get away.

“I’m totally fine,” she said. “Just had a long day of writing and a little drained from it. You know how it is.” That wasn’t technically a lie, though she figured most people wouldn’t consider rewriting the same three lines over and over again writing. “But I’ll have some for lunch tomorrow if you leave it in the fridge.”

There were a few heavy seconds of near silence (Carolyn chomped food like a masticating cow, so no dinner was ever truly quiet) before Dad began moving his fork again, albeit warily. “Alrighty,” he said. “Sorry you weren’t hungry. Say something next time. I would have saved it for later in the week.”

That was her cue, Alice realized. Casually as possible, she began to push her chair back and stand. All that was left to do was to thank her father for dinner. The sentence formed on her lips, the right tone built in her throat—

“Why would you eat it for lunch tomorrow?” Specks of meatloaf scattered across her plate as Carolyn spoke, her mouth inevitably full. “You hate meatloaf.”

Not knowing what else to do, Alice froze, stuck in an awkward I really have to pee, but this toilet is gross, so I’ll hover above it pose. The things Alice would have done to Carolyn right then ranged from plain wrong to too-horrific-for-Dante’s-Inferno.

A brief wisp of anger blew behind Alice’s eyes as the urge to scream at her sister clawed its way halfway up her throat. She instinctively clenched her jaw and swallowed hard.

“You don’t like meatloaf? Since when?” her father asked. His voice was inflected with nearly every inquisitive and incredulous emotion humans were capable of. Alice imagined in other circumstances she would have been impressed by that, but for the moment, there were other matters at hand. Before Alice could respond with another excuse, her sister was already speaking for her.

“Alice never liked meatloaf,” Carolyn said. “You haven’t eaten it since— How old were you? Like, six?”

“Really . . . ?” her dad said. A tinge of hurt colored his voice. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Whoa, time out!” Alice said, practically yelling at this point just to interject anything into the conversation. Then the words started coming, anything to avoid further questions and disappointment. “So it’s not my favorite or anything, but it’s not like I’ve never had it before, you know—I mean, I would eat Mom’s occasionally—well, not really eat it, just kind of nibble on the corners. Not that yours isn’t as good, Dad—completely, uh, nibble-worthy—but I wouldn’t go out of my way to order it at a restaurant because it’s just . . .” She had to catch her breath before finishing weakly, “. . . not my thing.” She dared not rewind that explanation in her head, lest her brain commit seppuku to atone for the abomination of English language she had just unleashed on the world.

God, she was hopeless.

Her father stared at her for a second, his eyes open but unseeing. Then he put his fork down and stood up, taking her plate with him and moving it to the counter. “I’m sorry, Alice. I honestly had no idea. Let me make you something else. I have eggs, and . . . let’s see . . .” He had made his way over to the fridge and began shuffling through its contents. Alice watched him give the inside of a plastic container a brave sniff before recoiling. “Ugh, well, that’s no good. Oh, there’s bologna—how about a bologna sandwich instead?”

Hoo-ray, from meatloaf to bologna. “Dad, really, I’m good. Like I said, I had a late lunch. Promise.” She hadn’t, but her plan to not hurt his feelings had already backfired—why cause more damage?

Her father’s head peeked out from behind the door of the refrigerator. His long limbs and arthritis made it difficult for him to comfortably get down to the lower shelves, but there he was anyway. “Are you sure?” he said. “There’s plenty of stuff. I’ve got fresh tomato soup from Mr. Soup Guy back here.”

Alice nodded vigorously. “Positive. One hundred percent. But thank you for dinner, the potatoes were excellent.” She silently pleaded with her stomach not to growl, hoping that what little sustenance she’d managed to force down would be enough to keep it quiet. “Really good. They should put that recipe on the Food Network,” she added with a laugh, hoping against hope that it only sounded forced to her.

“I’m not sure they do Betty Crocker instant-mash recipes on TV,” he said as he drew himself up from the tangle of limbs on the floor.

She cringed inwardly. “Well, maybe there was a little extra butter in there or something, because I’ve had instant mash before, and that tasted way better.” Alice wasn’t even sure she was making sense anymore.

Carolyn finished up her meal, walked over to the sink, deposited her dishes, and then sauntered upstairs. As always, her sister seemed oblivious to anything outside of her own world. It was a trait Alice found infuriating at the best of times, but at that moment, she was a touch jealous. Ignorance was bliss, after all. Regrettably, Alice had never received that ability, so she and her father stood there in silence for a few seconds, neither knowing what to say.

“Well . . . ,” her dad finally said, “I guess I should get started on these dishes.” A random assortment of mixed-and-matched cups and plates cluttered up the sink. He strode over to it, his long legs moving in an exaggerated lope before he delicately bent down to get a pair of beaten-up rubber gloves from underneath the sink.

“Are you sure? I can help,” Alice said, but he waved her away.

“No, no, I’m all set here. Why don’t you go back to your writing?” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he stood there.

“I mean, I’m not in a rush or anything . . .” She hesitated. “Why don’t I just—”

“I said I’ve got it, Alice.” He playfully waved the gloves at her. “Now get out of here before I start beating you with these.” She could see the hint of a smile on his face.

“Horror of horrors,” she said in an exaggerated voice as she walked toward the door. She stopped in the doorway. “If you need anything, just let me know. Please?”

“I will. By the way—”

She looked over her shoulder to find him looking patently ridiculous in his small rimmed glasses and dull yellow rubber gloves, but that was her dad.

“There are SpaghettiOs in the cabinet if you’re hungry later.”

“Thanks, Dad. See you tomorrow.” She didn’t bother telling him she hadn’t eaten those since she was six, either.

Alice took to the narrow staircase quietly, daintily creeping upstairs. The door to Carolyn’s room was ajar, and her sister’s loud voice talking on her cell phone carried into the hallway. Alice stuck her head in the door. Carolyn’s eyes looked up at the intrusion, one eyebrow raised, though her conversation didn’t skip a beat.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Alice hissed at her sister, who was lying on her stomach as she talked on the phone.

Carolyn eyed her carefully before saying “Hold on one sec?” sweetly into her phone. She pressed the mute button on the phone screen and looked at Alice. “What?” she asked in a much harsher tone.

“What do you mean, what? Were you trying to make Dad feel like a total ass?”

“Hey,” she said flippantly, “I’m not the one who was lying to him about a piece of friggin’ meatloaf. Lying to make someone feel better, or whatever it is you were trying to do there, is still lying. Honestly, the only person who made him feel bad today was you.” She left those words to hang there before adding, “Get over yourself. Seriously.”

A string of responses nearly jumped out of Alice’s throat, but she swallowed them before any could escape. Arguing with her sister now would only make things worse and she knew it. With a scathing look that nearly transcended her usual death stare, Alice shook her head and closed the door, hard. A few steps down the hall and she was in front of her own room. The lights were off as she shuffled in, and off she left them. The dim screen of her computer monitor bathed the room in an otherworldly glow. Her shoulders dropped as she pushed the door shut and, with what felt like the last reserves of her strength, made her way to her bed and flopped on top of it. Alice lay there, motionless.

She’d barely eaten in weeks, and who knew how long it had been since she’d gotten even a decent night’s sleep. All at once, the frayed edges of her mind collapsed. The nearly empty document open on her computer screen taunted her from across the room. Nothing was right—hadn’t been for a while—and tonight was just more evidence that she was losing the ability to pretend like it was. Without any warning, she broke down. The little Dutch boy with his finger in the dike had finally given up, bringing tears that simply wouldn’t stop. She felt so completely and utterly wrong.

Alice Spiegel lay on her bed and cried long into the night.
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No matter how many times Charlie used his key to travel to and from the Ferryman Institute proper, it was always an odd feeling coming back. The door he’d entered out in the middle of the desert had brought him back to his office, a spacious room with a high ceiling and bright walls. Charlie called it his office mostly due to it being within the Ferryman Institute, but in truth it was designed to be a comfortable living space—he was just stubborn and chose not to see it that way. He strode noiselessly across the floor, the plush carpet absorbing the sound of his uncovered feet and, given the long, dark trail that marked his path across the room, also all the crud he’d accumulated.

Attached to the office was Charlie’s private room, a space that was more or less the size of a large walk-in closet divided into two sections. Off to the left was a modest bathroom complete with a sink, vanity mirror, and an unassuming shower stall outfitted with a frosted glass door. To the right, two long rows of clothes hung neatly on hooks. His wardrobe was composed mostly of suits, but there were some more casual outfits mixed in, even if a few were several years out of fashion.

That was the way of it for Charlie—always a few years behind, it seemed. Granted, almost all Institute employees fell at least somewhat out of the loop as far as pop culture and current affairs went. That was pretty much a given living in the micromanaged bubble that was the Ferryman Institute. There was no way of getting news, no Internet access or the like to speak of. Not that the Institute was completely devoid of technology, just that it had all been retrofitted to be used solely for Ferryman purposes. By letting new employees use the tools they’d utilized during their previous lives, the Institute managed to establish a sense of continuity and familiarity, even for men and women thrust into a completely new way of life.

Despite its rather closed-off nature, the Institute knew better than to try and be completely self-contained. Employees were given vacation time, which—unlike Charlie—they could enjoy freely. While workers didn’t have free rein to do whatever they pleased—keeping the secrecy of the Ferryman Institute intact was always of paramount concern—the range of activities was so extensive that either no employees noticed or they just didn’t care. It was generally during that time that the Institute’s staff caught up with the goings-on of the world. News spread by word of mouth as employees filtered back from their breaks, and while perhaps not the most efficient means of staying up-to-date, it worked on the whole.

On the other hand, while Charlie had permission to leave the premises, it came with the caveat that the Institute was to be informed of his whereabouts at all times. Strictly for emergency purposes, of course. Just in case.

Unfortunately, he quickly discovered that the Institute had a very flexible rubric for what it considered an emergency.

Charlie’s officially sanctioned time away evaporated as emergency assignments piled up the moment he walked out the door. So he began stealing his time in secret when he could, sometimes ducking out to catch a quick movie (even in the medium’s infancy, he’d always found an inherent escapism in film), visit a museum, or jump off a few cliffs. Standard relaxation fare. With such limited time away, he’d fallen behind the curve as far as contemporary standards went, and with a quirky best friend who felt more at home in the nineteenth century, he held little hope he’d ever catch up.

Charlie left the private room’s door open as he walked in, not caring as he removed his tattered shorts, and hopped in the shower, randomly twisting the knobs until the pressure was strong. It didn’t matter to him how hot or cold the water ran—being a Ferryman meant that all temperatures felt perfectly comfortable. It was originally a fun little perk—how many people could say they’d trekked across Antarctica in a Hawaiian T-shirt and flip-flops?—that Charlie now found only irritating.

He’d just started lathering up when he heard the main door to his office open and slam shut, followed shortly by the familiar cadence of three-inch heels thumping across his floor. Each small thud came in a rhythm he’d come to know instinctively, which meant it’d only be a moment before—

“Charlie? Is that you in there?”

The voice belonged to his manager, Melissa Johnson. If her tone was any indication, she was unhappy, and Charlie was willing to bet he knew why.

“Nope,” Charlie replied casually as he ran the soap under his armpits. “Ghost of Churchill.”

His comment was promptly ignored. “Jesus Christ, Charlie, where have you been? You’ve been gone all day.”

He found it somewhat remarkable that Melissa was confounded by that. After five years of being his manager, Charlie figured she’d have moved past being irritated by his frequent disappearances. That led him to conclude she was either naively optimistic or had medium-term memory problems. For her sake, he sincerely hoped it wasn’t a combination of the two.

“I’ve been out and about,” he said. Charlie decided it was best to leave out the bit about diving into canyons and whatnot.

Melissa, however, seemed less concerned with the what or where of it all than she was with the why. “I called you at least ten times!” she cried, exasperated. “Why didn’t you pick up?”

Charlie grabbed the shampoo. “I lost my phone,” he said. This was a semitrue statement. He was trying a minimalist approach to answering his manager’s questions this time around to see if maybe he could avoid some of her wrath. Based on the empirical evidence, the answer was no.

“I keep telling you, you can’t just disappear like that. It’s my responsibility to know where you are at all times. What if there was an emergency? And how the hell did you lose your phone again?”

“Well . . . ,” he began, unsure of whether he should make something up or just tell the truth. He wanted the former, but his brain wasn’t up to creating a plausible cover story that didn’t end with him looking like an asshole. That left Charlie with the latter, which unfortunately he already knew ended with him looking like an asshole.

“I may or may not have thrown it off a cliff.” In his defense, the constant ringing was getting really annoying. Charlie hated that Ferryman phones deliberately came without a Do Not Disturb setting, but he supposed he was also the perfect example of why they didn’t. On the flip side, throwing his phone off the cliff had provided a far better reason for not calling back, so perhaps it wasn’t a total loss.

A long silence followed. The last bits of dirt and detritus from his earlier adventures flowed down the drain, most likely with what little respect Melissa still had for him. When she finally replied, her voice managed to combine equal parts utter shock and complete resignation into one impressive, two-word question.

“You what?”

Charlie turned the shower off, knowing full well his sarcasm was escalating to dangerous levels and yet feeling completely powerless to stop it. “I mean, it might still work,” he said. “I’ll be honest, though, I couldn’t find enough of the pieces to check. How durable was this last one supposed to be?”

There were times Charlie was his own worst enemy.

He drew a squiggly line on the shower door. Beyond the condensation, he could make out the vague form of his manager. Her shoulder-length blond hair and long athletic legs were what most people first noticed about Melissa, but her affable personality and generally easygoing demeanor usually took center stage shortly thereafter. She was certainly the friendliest manager he’d ever had, that was for sure. Yet it was her seemingly unending supply of patience that Charlie appreciated most.

At least, that’s what she was like when he wasn’t busy making her job miserable. Charlie sincerely hoped her patience was actually unending.

She stood, stock-still, one arm across her chest, the other covering her face. When she spoke again, her voice had lost its edge, as if her anger had finally collapsed under the realization that she simply couldn’t win. “I swear, Charlie, you will be the death of me. I don’t know how, but being your manager will most definitely kill me.”

Charlie noted the difficulty of such a feat, seeing as it was impossible for either of them to die. “Am I that bad to work with?” he asked.

“Worse.” There was no hesitation in her reply.

“Oh.” He paused. “Can you toss me a towel?” The quiet thumping of her heels marching away provided his answer.

Fifteen minutes later, Charlie emerged from his private room transformed. His hair had a look of controlled chaos about it, a step up from its previous iteration of pure chaos. It danced to its own rhythm atop his head, a wave of chestnut with a mind all its own. The shorts had been swapped out in favor of a snappy black suit tailored to his modestly broad shoulders, a conventional white button-down underneath. An elegant wristwatch wrapped around his left wrist. The final flourish, which he was fiddling with as he walked out, was a silver tie he was exceptionally fond of. An inch shy of six feet tall, Charlie Dawson possessed a casual strain of good looks that bordered on ruggedly handsome—trim but fit build, baked-in layer of stubble, and inquisitive eyes. He was no lady-killer—nor in his occupation did he have any particular desire to be—but he caught the eye when he entered a room.

Yet the silver tie wasn’t the only new adornment fastened around Charlie’s neck as he reentered his main office space. He could feel the albatross strung around his neck like a physical thing, forged of heavy guilt and ponderous regrets. The intervening time had taken the thin veneer of humor off the brief conversation he’d just had with Melissa. Charlie always felt guilty after he walked out of the Institute unannounced, but this time he’d blown off his manager in fantastically sarcastic, if not downright insulting, style. It wasn’t the first time he’d done that to a manager, but it was the first time he’d laid it on that thick with Melissa. It wasn’t sitting well with him, which probably meant it had curdled several times over with her.

She was currently seated on his couch with her legs crossed, a dainty black heel dangling from the toes of her right foot. Though he was trying to avoid her gaze, he’d caught a glimpse of the I’m still not happy with you look currently aimed in his direction.

“Ah, the crown prince finally graces me with his presence,” she said.

Nope, definitely not sitting well with her, either.

“I, uh . . . I owe you an apology,” he said, keeping his eyes focused on his tie. “I was just—”

“Stop. Right there, just stop. You always say that,” she said. Each syllable she spoke was granite. “You’re sorry for this, you’re sorry for that. Every time this happens, I get myself all worked up and bent out of shape over your disappearing act, only for you to waltz back in here like it’s no big deal. It makes me feel like I’m the bad guy for trying to do my job. This is not the person I like to be, Charlie. And you know what makes me even more upset? You already know that.”

Charlie found himself with a sudden and desperate need to fiddle with his watch. He couldn’t think of another time he’d seen Melissa this upset. Now that he really pondered the matter, though, he had been doing a marvelous job piling metaphorical straw on his manager’s back for years. Putting just one more piece on top right now was, in hindsight, a really shitty idea.

He tried some more of plan A. “You’re right,” he said, finally looking up. “You absolutely are. And I’m sorry.”

Melissa rolled over that one, too. “You say that, but what have you done about it? It drives me crazy when you do this. And yet, for some reason, I always end up forgiving you. Why, I don’t know. Maybe because beyond this, everyone here loves you.” She sighed, brushing her fingers through her wheat-colored hair. “Look, I’m not saying you can’t leave the Institute, Charlie—believe me, I’m not. This isn’t some prison. I can understand needing time away from this place. I just need to know where you are in case we need you. It’s part of the job. Why is that so hard for you to do? Why can’t you do that?”

The grimace was flush on Charlie’s face before he could do anything about it. He tried to hide it, but he was willing to bet Melissa saw it.

Why can’t you do that? That was the real question, wasn’t it? All the other where were yous and what were you doings all boiled down to that fundamental why. So it had been with most of his former managers—the fairly recent ones, anyway—and so it was now.

Why, Charlie Dawson, are you continually breaking the rules? Why are you being such an asshole?

The answer was simple enough, really: because otherwise he’d have to tell them the truth.

Charlie was primed to serve Melissa another heap of bullshit-laden vagaries when the office door swung open and a short, slightly round man with an armful of papers ambled in. Dirkley Dupine made it halfway across the room before he noticed that something seemed amiss between Mr. Dawson and Ms. Johnson. His eyes darted back and forth between the pair as if he were unsure which one was going to attack him first.

He cleared his throat. “Umm . . . should I come back?”

There was an exchange of glances between Charlie and Melissa—an unspoken assertion on her part that the current discussion was merely being postponed—before she slid over on the couch, patting the seat next to her. “No, not at all. We were just going over a few last-minute things.”

“Oh, perfect. I have a few of my own,” he said, still a bit leery of the atmosphere as he meandered over to the newly opened space next to Melissa. He plopped down next to her, shooting her a quick, admiring glance as he settled in.

Dirkley was the third and final piece of Charlie’s team. All Ferrymen worked on teams of three: the Ferryman (which, despite its gender implications, was actually a neutral term that could mean male or female; the -man ending was an anachronistic throwback and/or an exercise in brand management, depending on who you listened to), the manager, and the navigator. In addition to his portly build, Charlie’s navigator was balding slightly, his nondescript brown hair fading away in patches. Thankfully, it would never get worse than that because, as with all members of the Ferryman Institute, Dirkley didn’t age. Charlie often wondered if being stuck in a perpetual state of almost balding was Dirkley’s own little curse. Then again, he also wouldn’t be surprised if Dirkley never even noticed. The man’s wardrobe seemed to suggest that personal appearance was rarely a foremost concern of his.

“So,” Charlie said, grateful for the chance to change the topic, “how are we looking for tonight?”

Dirkley quickly riffled through some of the papers he was holding. “Not too bad. Believe it or not, the last report I received from the front desk suggested a quiet, if ordinary, Sunday night. I’m a little unsure as to its accuracy—historically speaking, the month of May is a very busy time, so I’m a little suspicious.”

“Noted.” Charlie looked over to Melissa. “Anything to add?”

Charlie was surprised to find her already looking at him, like there was something written on his face that she was desperate to read. It wasn’t an intense look necessarily, just oddly thorough. When Charlie caught her eye, she looked away. Perhaps thinking better of that, Melissa stood up.

“Nope,” she said curtly. “I’m actually going to head to the control room. Have to go organize a few things. I’ll see you guys out there.” Before either man could say anything, she wandered out into the hallway beyond.

Charlie watched Melissa stride away, all the while wondering if these were the last moments they’d share as a team before she inevitably quit in frustration.

With a short whistle, Dirkley extricated himself from the couch. “Was it me or did Melissa seem . . .” His right hand absentmindedly drew circles in the air while he searched for the word.

“Agitated?”

“I was thinking more like exasperated, but that works. Maybe because of something that happened earlier? Like, say, when I wasn’t in the room . . . ?”

“Beats me,” Charlie replied while walking toward the door, his navigator following closely behind.

Dirkley scoffed, “Come on, Charlie. What the heck happened? The tension in there was so thick, I’m not sure how either of you could breathe.”

“I guess it’s a good thing we don’t need to, then. Ba-dum-chi.” He smiled. “Ferryman jokes never get old. And look at that—another great one without even trying. I’m on fire.”

Dirkley frowned. “You’re avoiding the question,” he said.

This, Charlie knew, was very true, mainly because that’s exactly what he was doing. Truth be told, his most recent interaction with his manager was bothering him something fierce. Melissa had seemed more agitated (or was it exasperated?) than she usually did after one of Charlie’s vanishing acts. Much more, actually. That not only made him feel much guiltier, but also concerned him quite a bit. So, in a word, yes, he was casually trying to avoid the topic. Unfortunately, Dirkley was never one to accurately judge a moment, so the odds of Charlie escaping without giving a straight answer were somewhere down around zero.

“How about I put it this way,” Charlie said. “What do you think happened?”

A look of focused thought consumed Dirkley’s face, his head bobbing from side to side ever so slightly as they walked. “Well, it could have been any number of things. Improperly filling out your SPT report for one, or maybe the Bradley case—”

“You can stop giving me the benefit of the doubt, Dirkley,” Charlie interrupted.

The navigator was silent for a moment, and then said: “You disappeared again, didn’t you.”

Charlie simply smiled and continued on.

“Charlie, why do this to yourself? Why make her miserable? Heck, why make yourself miserable? You try and hide it, but, I mean . . . Look, we’ve been together long enough, and no offense here, but you’re not exactly a hard person to read.”

They were about halfway down the hall when they arrived at a pair of double doors and stopped. While the other doors that lined the passage were single wooden affairs, the ones they now stood in front of were composed of thick glass with a horizontal gray stripe drawn across them. The words Ferryman Resources were etched neatly above the stripe, with each door taking possession of one word.

“No offense taken,” Charlie said. He grabbed the handle on the door marked Ferryman and pulled it open. “Don’t think too much about it. I need that enormous, insightful brain of yours worrying about things that actually matter.”

“You say that, but—”

Charlie looked over his shoulder. “Please. Not today, Dirkley.” He appreciated Dirkley’s concern—he really did—but there were times his consideration only made Charlie feel that much worse.

Dirkley’s eyes suddenly seemed glued to the carpet. “Yeah . . . sure. No problem . . .” His voice trailed off.

The two men entered the obnoxiously fluorescent wonderland that demarcated the office of Ferryman Resources. From the doors, the room quickly opened into a small waiting area outfitted with at least a dozen comfortable-looking chairs, not entirely unlike a doctor’s office. Across from the entrance, a long counter ran along the length of the entire room. A short young woman sat typing behind the counter, a small nameplate resting off to her right. Dirkley hung back by the doors.

As Charlie approached the counter, the woman looked up, her facial features arranged into a rather perfect secretarial smile. He couldn’t tell if she was actually happy to see him or if she’d just been trained to smile like that by rote.

“Good evening, Mr. Dawson. How are you?” she asked.

Shitty, thanks for asking. “Good,” he replied, smiling blithely but feeling none of it, “and yourself?”

“I’m doing great.” She pushed herself away from the computer hidden behind the counter, scooting off to her left on her wheeled chair. She set about sifting through a stack of large white envelopes until she found the one she was looking for. “Here you go,” she said, offering him the envelope.

Charlie took it from her hand, making a show of studying the large stamp at the top. Not that he needed to—the stamp hadn’t changed even marginally in all the decades he’d been regularly receiving them: Office of the President of the Ferryman Institute: SENSITIVE INFORMATION.

He held it up. “Great. Thank you.”

The secretary maintained her smile. “Of course. Enjoy the rest of your night!”

Charlie fixed his own smile in place, as if to say he’d do exactly that, when he knew he’d do anything but.

“Get what you needed?” Dirkley asked as he fell into step beside Charlie on their way out.

Charlie gave a weak shrug. “Something like that.”

They walked the rest of the hall in silence, continuing straight until they reached its end. There, Charlie opened the doors to the heart of the Ferryman Institute.

The hustle and bustle of the control room couldn’t have proved a greater contrast to Charlie’s time in the desert. People quickly bounded by, some furiously talking on headsets as they marched along, others simply plodding about with their heads down. The room itself was massive—it could easily fit fifteen or sixteen commercial airplanes, twice that number if they were stacked one on top of the other—and needed practically a small city’s worth of people to fill it. To the left, the area rose gradually to a raised command area that, at its highest, was about twenty feet above the ground floor. To Charlie’s right, thousands upon thousands of desks were strewn about, no two quite exactly the same.

Charlie and Dirkley casually weaved their way through the throngs of people, all in various states of activity. In front of each desk, a little square section was marked out on the floor. With a steady regularity, men and women materialized into those squares in the exact same fashion Charlie and Cartwright had in the desert. Other men and women sat at the desks, writing or typing away. Most stopped what they were doing to acknowledge Charlie as he walked by, and he tried his best to do the same. The main difference between the two interactions was that they all knew who he was, while, almost to a person, he hadn’t the faintest idea who any of them were.

After spending upward of five minutes winding his way through people and pleasantries, Charlie arrived at a neat, slightly weathered desk with an outdated computer, even by Charlie’s standards, on top. A gold plate that read DAWSON / DUPINE / JOHNSON in bold black letters sat on the right side of the desk. Dirkley moved past Charlie, dropped his papers on the desk, and hopped into the waiting chair with the sort of enthusiasm generally reserved for newborn puppies.

“Good to be back,” Dirkley announced, more to himself than anyone else, Charlie guessed. While the control room always made Charlie feel a little uneasy—probably something to do with the volume of people—to Dirkley, it seemed, there was no place closer to home.

With a deft flick of the navigator’s wrist, followed by a quick volley of typing, the computer hummed back to life. The machine itself bore no significance—it was merely the conduit through which Dirkley did his part for the team. As far as Charlie understood it, each navigator chose the form of his or her navigation instrument. The criteria that the navigators used to choose their particular instrument all boiled down to personal preference—the information the navigator received was the same regardless of what physical object actually relayed it. For Dirkley, that meant an original 1977 Apple II personal computer.

The machine now up and running, the navigator pulled open a drawer, removed a headset, and fitted it over his head. He turned to say something to Charlie, only to stop abruptly. His eyes widened; his jaw clenched.

Charlie didn’t have to guess why. A subtle hush settled around the area as nearby employees suddenly lowered their voices, so much so that Charlie could hear the footsteps close behind him.

One. Two. One. Two. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. They sounded against the tiled floor like practiced breathing.

“Good evening, gentlemen.” It was a male voice, not overly deep but certainly on the lower range of the spectrum. The words were crisply enunciated, to the point of being stern and emphatic, like a military salute. Reluctantly, Charlie turned to face the speaker.

Inspector Javrouche stood a few inches shorter than Charlie, but with a posture that tried to compensate for it. There was no hint of facial hair on his clean-shaven face, nor could Charlie ever remember a time when there had been. The Inspector’s brown eyes were sharp, piercing things whose focus constantly shifted around the room with a keenness that suggested a fair amount of practice at such a task. In contrast, an offhanded smirk never seemed far from his lips, a snarky grin perpetually living on the edge of a sneer. The combination made for an unsettling look, as if Inspector Javrouche always knew someone’s darkest secret and couldn’t wait to share it with the world. It was an arguably fitting air for the Institute’s foremost police authority.

“Inspector,” Charlie replied, his expression completely blank. It was a talent Charlie had honed over the years for just such occasions, particularly given how lousy he generally was at masking his emotions. Dirkley merely nodded, trying his best to seem small and inconspicuous. For a man with Dirkley’s disposition, it wasn’t terribly difficult.

“Monsieur Dawson,” he said, his eyes narrowing in a barely perceptible movement. Both his French and English accents were flawless. “I see the rumors of the prodigal son’s return were true, after all.”

“In the flesh,” Charlie said matter-of-factly, holding out his arms in a here I am gesture. “When are we going to slaughter the fatted calf to celebrate?”

“Unfortunately we’re short on fatted calves at the moment. That, and there were concerns your ego wouldn’t fit in any of our prospective venues, so right now it’s tentatively scheduled for some time around never.”

Charlie scratched the back of his head. “That’s exactly the sort of attitude that’s going to make me think twice about inviting you.”

“Wonderful. That’s exactly what I was hoping for,” Javrouche said. “And this whole time I thought you didn’t actually listen to me. I’m flattered.”

“Well, I was going to invite you as our entertainment for the evening. I’m of the opinion you’d make an excellent piñata. I think a lot of people would enjoy the opportunity to whack you repeatedly with a stick. Very cathartic, you know?”

The Inspector allowed his smirk to crawl halfway across his face before it promptly died. “And I would very much enjoy seeing a certain problematic Ferryman chained to the bottom of an active volcano, but life is so often an exercise in managing one’s disappointments, isn’t it?”

“Mmm,” Charlie said, nodding as if he were present at an academic lecture. “Like how I find the fact you’re still standing here massively disappointing.”

“Yes . . . I would think you know a thing or two about disappointment, but what person wouldn’t if they had to live their life as you?” Javrouche edged slightly closer to Charlie and lowered his voice dramatically as he spoke. “You know what I find peculiar, Mssr. Dawson? When the Institute is in need of its so-called finest Ferryman, he can never be found. Isn’t that bizarre? It’s almost as if, for all the esteem he’s held in, he’s actually nothing more than a childish coward who runs when he’s needed most.”

A sudden, impulsive urge raced up Charlie’s spine right into his frontal cortex, which demanded that he punch Javrouche squarely in his throat. Fortunately (or unfortunately—Charlie couldn’t quite decide which) he held himself back. It was obvious that the Inspector was trying to goad him into a reaction, and Charlie so genuinely hated giving Javrouche what he wanted. Instead, he closed his eyes and slowly exhaled, forcing his mind to step away from the wave of anger that was now pulsing in his skull. After a brief pause, he opened them again.

“Why are you here, Inspector?” he asked. They weren’t the words Charlie wanted to use, but he knew a pointless fight when he saw one. There was also the small matter of not rising to the Inspector’s bait, which Charlie bet would annoy him to no end. It was a tiny victory, but a victory nonetheless.

Javrouche stood still, waiting to see if perhaps there was a delayed fuse on Charlie’s reaction. But when nothing greater than a fervent stare materialized between the two of them, the Inspector wound down.

“Just dropping by to say hello, Mssr. Dawson. Occasionally I think you need a friendly reminder I exist.”

“I don’t,” Charlie replied. “Trust me.”

A smile formed on Javrouche’s lips. “Then you should act like it.”

Charlie gave his best plastic smile right on back. “Unfortunately, there’s a limit to how much I can pretend I care what you think, Inspector. I’m only human, after all.”

“I won’t argue with you there, Mssr. Dawson. I just find it a shame that the rest of this institution seems to think otherwise.”

Strange though it was, for once in their torrid relationship, Charlie found himself agreeing fully with the Inspector’s sentiment. Not that he planned on telling Javrouche that—he had a feeling it would prove much too gratifying for the smug bastard.

Their verbal sparring now over, Javrouche produced from inside his jacket a serviceable, if clunky-looking, cell phone that he thrust at Charlie, who took it cautiously.

“Madame Johnson had a suspicion you had . . . misplaced, I believe was the word she used, your previous one. Hopefully, like your reputation, you will take better care of it this time.”

The senior officer of the Ferryman Institute then began to turn around but stopped, turned back slightly, and said, “Mssr. Dupine,” in Dirkley’s general direction, then left. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

As the footsteps receded, the sounds of the room seemed to return in their place.

“Did I mishear,” Dirkley began slowly once Javrouche was well gone, “or did you just ask if you could beat the Inspector with a stick?”

Before Charlie could answer, he was cut off by a loud ring. It took a moment for him to realize it was the new phone Javrouche had just handed him. He tapped the screen.

“Charlie Dawson. How may I best direct your call?”

There was a pause on the other end before a familiar female voice spoke up. “I see your phone is magically working again.”

“Yes. The Inspector delivered it to me in person. He had a suspicion I might have”—he cleared his throat—“misplaced my old one.”

“How thoughtful of him. I wonder where he got that idea from. Maybe this one won’t be thrown off a cliff as quickly as the last one was?”

Charlie smirked. “I have a feeling it won’t.”

The other end was quiet again, though Charlie didn’t find it hard to imagine why. Despite his occasionally vagabond nature, he still considered Melissa a friend, and this game they played wasn’t much fun for either side. At least, that’s what Charlie hoped.

“I guess I should apologize for sending the Inspector down there,” Melissa said. “You didn’t deserve that, especially given the history between you two. I was . . . Well, you just put me in a bad mood today. I’m sorry.”

“Stop,” Charlie said firmly into the phone. “You don’t need to explain yourself or apologize. I’m the one in the wrong here.”

Melissa hesitated for a few beats.









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
CERRYMAN
INSTITUTE

COLIN GIGL





OEBPS/images/9781501125331.jpg
—KIM HARRISON, #1 Ne:






OEBPS/images/boat.jpg





OEBPS/images/crow.jpg







