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    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.1


    Liberty’s Letter to John Locke:

  


  
    Concerning the Operations of Liberty


    PARALYZED FROM THE WAIST down, Sarah watches the hall outside her maternity suite for a killer. Her eyes are bloodshot and her view is obscured by the privacy curtain drawn around her bed. Her suite’s accent lights have been dimmed; Mozart serenades her over the intercom—meanwhile Sarah presses the red HELP button on the bed’s console. It has been five hours since Sarah delivered the five-pound organism in the Newborn Intensive Care Unit next door, and still she fights sleep.


    I am the killer that Sarah is watching for and I am a hero of Jefferson City. Sarah knew that her offspring was in mortal danger the moment I arrived. “Why is Liberty stalking the halls?” she asked Nurse Jamie. Jamie smiled, patted Sarah’s arm, and left the room.


    Because everyone in Jefferson City knows about my opposition to the NICU—and Sarah must know I would not be here if I accepted either this facility’s completion, or its care of her premature infant as a sign that I have failed in those efforts.


    If Sarah was oblivious about me, she wouldn’t have torn the tubes from her arms thinking to jump out of bed, charge the NICU, rip her offspring off life-support, jump out the plate glass window, and escape Jefferson City.


    That plan collapsed when Sarah fell out of her maternity bed—no one told her she was given a second epidural after she delivered. That was my idea. The privacy curtain, the dim lights, and Mozart were my ideas too. Because the doctor refuses to do his duty to Jefferson City until Sarah is sound asleep.


    Doctor Spectrum held out against erecting this NICU for two months. The pink and blue striped walls of this expansion still have that fresh paint smell. I don’t know what makes me queasier, the smell of turpentine or the doctor’s lack of grit.


    Not three months ago, Doctor Spectrum stood in front of the birthing suites at the top of a hill overlooking a crowd of protesters. Their signs read:


    INFANTS ARE JEFFERSONIANS!


    LEVEL THE ROSE GARDEN AND RAISE A NICU!


    STOP DUMPING INFANTS IN LANDFILLS!


    One of them was driving a giant steam roller up the hill toward the rose garden, but the doctor in the garden’s path did not budge. There were gasps when the roller looked like it would flatten the doctor whose open palms faced the driver.


    The giant wheel stopped inches in front of him. And when the engine quieted, Doctor Spectrum shouted, “If we call human life not a treasure, if we deflate that currency by the gregarious inclusion of zygotes and geriatrics into it, then who have we to blame when citizens find themselves valued at less than a jot, but ourselves?


    “We have been too eager to call sentient slime ‘human’—so unwilling to admit that men pass out of humanness that, like well-meaning Frankensteins, we drain the city’s coffers attempting to re-animate the rotting elderly. My position as your doctor is dual purposed: I am tasked with saving your lives—and this city from bankruptcy. Respect your lives and livelihood; save my rose bushes and your retirement by terminating pre-humans.”


    If the doctor had remained firm—I wouldn’t be here now. This is the third time I have sat in his parlor and lectured him while sipping cappuccinos served by his butler in silver teacups. The first was during the NICU’s construction—when he promised to have construction halted; the second was after its completion—when he promised to convert it into an incinerator; this latest talk was occasioned by discovering that the NICU already had its first two preemies.


    We sat in Spectrum’s cherry armchairs sipping cappuccinos. To Spectrum I said, “Are you still committed to keeping Jeffersonians free?”


    “Infants coo and sing as well as little birdies—so should be granted all the protections afforded to birdies.”


    “And an elderly patient who needs to be prodded for a response should enjoy all the protections we afford to turnips—you have worn out these phrases, Doctor ... and yet, here we sit, two rooms from the facility specially designed to protect little birdies that, left to nature, would be destroyed.”


    “I will destroy the infants. I will be firm ... Only, let me do it when the mothers are asleep.”


    ... Sarah can keep pressing the red HELP button, she can keep pinching her forearms raw, and she can keep sipping that hot coffee because she can’t fight sleep forever.


    And when she passes out, Doctor Spectrum will cross Sarah’s room, enter the NICU, and take the infants off their respirators. If they can survive without oxygen, the doctor will cover their mouths until their flailing arms and legs lie still beside their little bodies.


    And if the doctor fails to keep this third promise ... well, I once murdered my way out of a sweatshop in Shenzhen, China with a brick. I shattered the skulls of those who held Liberty captive to their slavish greed.


    Now, I want to kill Sarah’s baby because I do not believe Sarah’s baby is human.


    I must seem terrifying to her. The nurse says that she never quits her vigil of the hall over the drawn curtain, and when she sees the tips of my crown pass by, she spills more hot coffee on herself. She’s a wreck. Judging from the pervasiveness of the brown splatters adorning her hospital gown, Sarah should be screaming—except she can’t feel her legs.


    And her finger is raw from pressing the HELP button and the square numbers on the dead bed phone. But the nurse only listens to me now.


    John, you know the purpose of this letter—publish it. You have said that the test of a tyrant is the withholding of knowledge from the people. You have burned my last three letters. Jefferson City was erected as the paradigm for failing cities across our nation, but each day we make ourselves more like those failing cities.


    Inspired by the story of my Liberation, you summoned me from Shenzhen to play the role of Liberty. But since my tanker arrived at the Port of Virginia, your promises have—like the wind—howled emptily against my ears.


    I will not ask for permission again. Neither will I subject the fate of those two pre-humans to your “discretion.” Don’t quiver in anticipation of the uprising that may occur after hearing about my work here. If you fail to publish this letter, I will drop my mace, take off the starry toga, toss my crown, and walk away from Jefferson City forever. Let the people condemn my actions or bless them.


    You will receive this letter by footman within these next two hours. My work here will be finished shortly thereafter. What I ask is that when I march out of the good doctor’s “residence”—gray toga, mace, and silver mask speckled with blood—I am not greeted by the censure of Axiom.


    Publish this epistle. And if the people object, let them hang me.


    Neither of these mothers have claims to their offspring until our city issues a Certificate of Birth. I have thus far been able, with the cooperation of the doctor, to delay these certificates until the morning. And in the morning, if the doctor is unwilling, my mace shall have already reddened those cribs.


    –Liberty


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.2


    Axiom’s Letter to His Prospective Wife:

  


  
    Composed to Warn You that Three Governors Are Conspiring Our Marriage


    IN SPITE OF whatever hogwash gets published to the contrary, let the following manuscript serve to reveal the Objective Truth on the designs by our Governors to marry me off to a woman of Jefferson City.


    It had been a long night; Liberty was angry with me for waiting with a crowd of Jeffersonians outside of Spectrum’s Manor—livid with me when I conducted her trial blindfolded. It didn’t matter how quickly the jury acquitted her.


    So when Liberty invited me to an early breakfast at Nighthawks, I thought it would be a good chance to smooth things over.


    I like Nighthawks; it is dark on the outside and clean on the inside—it is a forties replication of Edward Hopper’s famous painting. The morning was still black, and the green stalls were clean and vacant when I took a seat by the dark window. I said to the waitress, “I’ll take a half dozen eggs, over-easy. Bacon. Toast. A few oranges, if you’ve got them. Biscuits and grits. And get me two coffees—black.”


    “Do you want hot sauce with the grits?”


    “Is it good with hot sauce?”


    “Everyone likes it with hot sauce.”


    “I’d like hot sauce.”


    The bell at the door jingled as John Locke and the Temperator walked through it.


    That’s when I knew I was being set up—that Liberty had no intention of putting anything behind us.


    John set his black mahogany walking stick by the booth, took off his blue suit jacket, and waited for me to make space for him in my booth. “Hi, Axiom.”


    “Hi, John,” I said.


    The Temperator took off his big coat, folded it over and took the bench across from us.


    The doorbell jingled again. Liberty walked through the diner messing with her crown; tiny staples pinning it to her hair kept her from detaching it.


    Liberty sat beside the Temperator. Her tunic was lightly spattered red. She picked up the white coffee mug. “Thanks for ordering the coffee.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    The waitress—a good looking, if overworked, forty-something brunette gave our party a fake smile. “Can I get you kids started with some potato fries? The chef has a few extra orders.”


    The Temperator’s eyes widened, “Yes. Bring them over. And ketchup.”


    We were all quiet a moment. Liberty was dragging safety pins along strands of hair and dropping them in a pile on the table. She had a long way to go but would soon be able to take her crown off.


    John Locke eyeballed Liberty, “You seem chipper.”


    “I’m about to enjoy my first meal as a free citizen of Jefferson City,” Liberty ripped the crown off her head. Three strands of hair, like streamers, whipped in an arc after the crown. She set it on the table, safety pins, like metal braces, sticking out at disparate angles.


    “Oh, for Pete’s sake. You know the trial was a pony show,” John said.


    “And what if they had found me guilty of two accounts of man slaughter—”


    “They weren’t men,” John Locke interrupted.


    Liberty ignored him, “—would you have had me raise my mace over my own head and try to thwack my own brains out with it?” When Liberty slammed her fist on her green crown, black coffee sloshed out of her mug. “Leaving thick chunks of brain matter on my mace?”


    “Not here,” Locke said.


    “Or would you have asked for the mace, John?” Liberty’s eyes burned.


    “I wouldn’t do that.”


    “Would you have asked for the mace and whacked me with it yourself? You’ve looked frustrated enough. So damned upset over my not compromising.”


    “Liberty, I wouldn’t do that to you.”


    The Temperator opened his palms, “In John’s defense, a balance between protecting the governors,” (he gestured to Liberty, me, and himself) “and protecting the interests of the people, always involves a bit of chance and some form of violence. I think John did the right thing.”


    “Thank you, Temperator,” Locke said.


    Liberty was not smiling, “This coming from the man whom John hired on the qualifications of his having ‘tempered his wife with a baseball bat.’”


    “Hey, Hey. That was a unique problem,” the Temperator said. “That’s all I will say about that. Every problem is unique.”


    “It was spousal abuse,” Liberty insisted.


    Locke looked very serious, “The letters describing the Temperator’s escape from the throws of his wife have been public since before my Minutemen finished sewing their blue coats and armed themselves to storm the park rangers guarding the Shenandoah National Park. It is a fact, you hit your wife, what was it?, fifty-three times with a whiffle bat?”


    “It was sixty-three times,” the Temperator said.


    “Sixty-three times,” John continued, “with a whiffle bat. And for that, we are lucky to have you here today. Lucky you still have your mental health not just intact—but strong enough to lead this city’s mental health faction.”


    The waitress, whose red hair was bound in a bun the size of a cinnamon roll, returned with pad and pencil. Her badge said, “I’m Susan”. She dropped a large bowl of golden fried potatoes in the center of the table. “Are you governors ready?”


    “Do you have liver?,” the Temperator asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Do you have onions?”


    “Yes.”


    The Temperator snapped his menu shut, “I'll take a bowl of hot liver and onions—and another tube of this ketchup.”


    John Locke squinted at the menu. “I'll take the colonial breakfast.”


    “It's a continental breakfast,” Susan corrected.


    “I know what it is.”


    Susan scratched at her notepad, eyeing John suspiciously.


    Liberty sipped her coffee. “Axiom, are you going to tell us about this blindfold?”


    I sipped my coffee, “Not much to tell about it.”


    “It's an interesting fashion statement to say the least,” Liberty said.


    “I'm glad I can entertain you.”


    “Liberty,” Locke interrupted, “we should get Charlie to set the searchlight up out front of Independence Bank across the street. It’s black out now, but red dawn will crack that black canvas by the time our bellies are filled here. We can hoist you up on that roof before the morning commute. Then you assume the contraposto on the lip of the building, and we’ll hit you with the searchlight from below. That’ll wipe away any doubt as to whether the governors are still behind you.”


    Liberty met Locke’s eyes, “Did you or didn’t you get the Temperator and I together this morning to confront Axiom about wearing that blindfold?”


    “Oh, I…”


    “So, don’t change the subject.”


    Locke sighed. “Okay, okay. Axiom, lose the blindfold.”


    My mug froze at my lips—white curls of smoke rising before my eyes. “Just like that?”


    “Just like that,” John said, sawing his butter knife back and forth to slice off a thin triangle of burnt toast.


    I sat stupidly bewildered. This demand came right out of left field. “The blindfold keeps me neutral during trials.”


    “Well, find another way to stay neutral,” Locke said.


    I searched the governors’ faces for support. The Temperator’s big, knotty face was buried in onions; John stared at his coffee mug. This was no governor’s breakfast, it was a cabal.


    Only Liberty’s eyes dared to meet mine. “The blindfold makes you look like what we eradicate from our streets. You’re confusing the people.”


    I met each of the conspirators’ faces in turn. “So, Liberty, that’s why you hopped aboard a tanker and steamed to this coast? Temperator, that’s why you quit beating cowhide in a butcher shop in Quebec, trading your bloody apron for that dark coat whose hundred interior pockets contain God knows what narcotics?”


    Instead of answering me, the Temperator grabbed the waitress’s arm. “This liver’s tough, ma’am.”


    “What would you like me to do about it?”


    “I want a new liver. Just a drop of oil in a hot pan this time. Drop the liver in, give it about ten seconds. Then ten more on the other side and bring it back here.”


    “What about the onions”


    “I’ll eat the onions with the ketchup while you cook me a new liver.”


    “Okay, honey.”


    “And bring another bottle of ketchup; this one’s all runny at the bottom.”


    “Sure thing, sweetie.”


    Locke watched Susan walk away from our booth. “Now look at that, Axiom. See, the Temperator takes Susan by the arm, asks her nicely, then she calls him honey—he’s not her husband and he’s not a kid. But it’s nice how they treat each other. They call that civility.”


    “Yeah, they are easy-mannered until they show their teeth,” Liberty said, “champing and drooling. I’m serious about the blindfold, Axiom. I admit my own costume, what with the crown and torch, is a little much. But I blame Locke for it. You witnessed how quickly that faction that gathered to lynch me outside Spectrum’s Manor turned its energy against you when you tied that blindfold around your eyes before my trial. They are frustrated, Axiom. They want to take it out on someone. Last night it was me. Tomorrow it may be you if you let them. They are unhappy.”


    John spit coffee all over the table, “The Jeffersonians?” He searched our eyes. “Unhappy?”


    Liberty dug her fork into her steak and began carving it. “You’re too busy playing in the red clay, or building beds between walls, or experimenting with porcelain bowls and freezing temperatures at New Monticello to notice.”


    Locke folded his arms, “If you want to critique me, don’t mask it behind verbal irony.”


    “You aren’t out there every day.”


    “And you are. And you see unhappy Jeffersonians?,” Locke challenged.


    Liberty sipped her coffee, “Sarah was unhappy with me the other night. The mob who watched me through the doctor’s drawn French windows bludgeon those pre-humans in their cribs were very unhappy.”


    “See,” I said, smiling. “They became unhappy long before I started hiding in alleyways, tying the blindfold around my eyes and jumping out at them.”


    Liberty set her mug forcefully on the table. “I said they were unhappy—not rattled. Not terrorized.”


    Susan placed a fresh plate of steaming liver in front of the Temperator. “Here you go, hun’.”


    “Thanks, sugar.”


    “So that’s what I’m doing every day?,” I asked. “Terrorizing Jeffersonians? Because I thought I was ensuring that justice was administered to our citizens as objectively as possible.”


    John Locke flared his nostrils at the Temperator. “You know, you could cut that liver in sections, that way the rest of us wouldn’t have to watch you pull the half-eaten stick out from between your teeth between bites. Are they right, Temperator? Have we made everyone miserable in Jefferson City?”


    The Temperator covered his mouth and swallowed. “If everyone was… satisfied, I wouldn’t see the shadows of so many needles thrown against white brick walls during my nightly rounds. I race down these allies, dodging the dark trickling alley streams; I turn corners to discover discarded needles, their users nowhere in sight. They are as restless as night rats that scurry up and down the crooked power lines. It's just like anywhere else, people’s brain tubes are tied in knots and when those tubes throb, it hurts like hell. They medicate with opiates to relax the knots; relaxed, the tubes don’t twist against each other and so they keep using, but no one gets happier. If anything, I walk over more discarded needles—not fewer. Most of them have been distributed by me. My legs can only carry me down so many streets each week, so I leave handfuls of needles and medicines in niches where I know they will be appreciated. And I’ve exhausted my mind attempting to temper the managers whose reckless policies are behind my burgeoning patient population.”


    Locke grinned between set teeth, “So that’s why I broke into a mountaineer’s recording studio, ran the personality out with a pistol loaded with buckshot, and broadcasted Jefferson City Radio from the seized tower for four straight months, screaming about the dire need to tear out a section of the Shenandoah National Park by the roots, fill the fresh hole with mortar, and erect a city governed by heroes? All so the peoples’ satisfaction with their government could be the same as anywhere else? Excuse me.” Locke grabbed Susan by the elbow. Susan carried a pot of boiling coffee. “Is that motor oil or coffee?”


    Susan frowned at Locke’s hand.


    Locke continued, “—see, because I think you have the wrong idea. You don’t put dirt in the coffee filter and you don’t fill the water tank with car oil. Or you end up with this slop.” Locke lifted his cup to Susan.


    “You want me to top your cup off? This is a fresh pot.”


    Locke frowned. “Are you happy?”


    Susan did not smile. “What kind of question is that?”


    “You know, Susan, I don’t think you’ve smiled since we started this little meal, so maybe my friends here are onto something. Are your friends happy?”


    Susan jerked her elbow free and left our booth.


    “Just like that,” Locke shook his head. “And I know she knows who I am. I own this city. Axiom, it’ll be the last time, but I give you permission to jump Susan in the back alley when she gets off her shift. You scare the contempt out of her wearing that blindfold of yours—and let that be the last time. Then you, Liberty, bludgeon her with your mace.” Locke grumbled, “Unhappy ... What I haven’t sacrificed for them. Say, Temperator, you say most of our users are using through you—how many do you suppose use for other than therapeutic reasons? And if so, we still call those users drug addicts, right? Liberty, aren’t you the police here? You want to tell me how the hell illegal drugs are entering Jefferson City?”


    Liberty stared at John with a raised eyebrow, “John, have you ever lifted my green skirt? I am bipedal—not hexapedal. You know how many trials you’ve got me running between in order to ensure the swift execution of Jeffersonian justice? Let’s not forget how you will randomly hijack me in order to throw a show trial for your unhappy citizens—and why?, to keep them from becoming still less happy? You want me to be a police dog now too?, to go around, quadrupedal, sniffing up behind citizens—like I don’t attract enough attention wearing this green, spiky gown—you want me to go around sniffing the wind behind people’s heels?, and what?—if I do smell something funny, should I bludgeon them with my mace before or after I frisk them?, because I thought my purpose here was to guarantee every Jeffersonian’s personal liberty?”


    “Okay, Liberty. Cut it out,” Locke grumbled into his coffee. He squinted. “I wonder if we should reinstate the Minutemen.”


    “That lot served their purpose. You dress men up in nice blue coats and give them bayonets and you make a lot of over-zealous zealots,” Liberty said. “They are still blasting solicitors through the front doors of the homes you set them up in by the cliffs.”


    “Don’t underestimate them,” Locke said. “By handing out those thousand blue coats, we were able to take the forests that have become Jefferson City.”


    “They were battling park rangers.”


    “Mostly—don’t belittle the memory of our city’s Revolution.” To me, Locke said, “Where are you going?”


    I had dropped a wad of bills on my plate and turned to Locke to move so that I could get out of the booth. “It is dawn. I’ve got trials to hear.”


    “You’re not going anywhere,” Locke said. “You've dumped my counsel long enough. Now the three of us our making you listen. Liberty tried to do this nicely. Are you going to wait until your protestors, growing reckless with the fear of you, shouting because they have not the courage to face you otherwise, run you out of the city because you have become what they ran here to escape? You are loyal to the Truth. I would have you be loyal to me. We—the three of us,” Locke gestured to the Temperator, Liberty, and himself, “have decided to give you an ultimatum. And you can comply with it, or get the hell out of Jefferson City.”


    I leaned back against the green cushion.


    “You will take a wife within the next four weeks; you will step out of the shadows; you will burn the blindfold—or we are stripping you of all your authority.”


    “Just like that?,” I said.


    “You hate us, don’t you?,” Locke said. “You must think we are terrible friends. But we’ve all talked it over, and this is for the best.”


    “Me?, Axiom?, take a wife?”


    “Forcing you to take a wife will force you into the open. It is what the public wants. No more of this skulking-behind-shadows business, nor looking down at them from the rooftops like some damned unholy specter who is Hell-bent on devouring them. Silver Lips can get away with it. Not you.”


    “I’ve asked you not to call me that,” Liberty said.


    John continued. “She wears a helmet, but it’s to shield her from blood splatter. Besides, the people fear her as much as they desire her interest in them—much as their dreams are haunted by the nature of your interest in them.” To the Temperator, John said, “Tell Axiom what you told me.”


    The Temperator was using a chunk of liver to mop up the grease on his plate, “He’s missing balance.”


    Locke’s eyes widened at me, “You’re missing balance. So take a wife and if she doesn’t balance you out, make sure she is a good public speaker. You can go on working behind the shadows, but at least we’ll have her to answer for you. Make it happen in four weeks or lose your position.”


    “Are you finished? Can I get up now?”


    “No. There’s something else.” John eyed Liberty askance, then continued. “We’ve decided to throw you a ball. You have a healthy salary here: you should be respected, instead you are feared; you are a man in his prime, you should be handsome, instead you are frightful. But that doesn't matter. You have power and the women will flock to you.”


    “What women?”


    “You are beginning an exciting period of courtship. I’m making the announcement on Jefferson City Radio tomorrow. The period will last one month at the end of which we will hold a ball in your honor. And I'll tell you what's going to happen: you will not have to go through all the trouble and embarrassment of looking for a wife. The best and the brightest and the most intelligent women are going to come to you. So, you see, we are giving you a perhaps unreasonable ultimatum, and for our part we are going to do everything we can to ensure that you can pull this task off without a hitch. What do you say to that?”


    “And if I don’t show at your ball?”


    Locke smacked his hands and rubbed them together. “I’ll strip you of your powers. Do I think that I'm smarter than you? No. Do I think that the city will fall apart if I get rid of you? It might. Do I think I want to strip you of your authority and invest it in some unseasoned piece of meat? Hell no. I hope you see the problem,” Locke continued. “People don't care about judgment, they care about visibility. And what they see is you blindfolded, you skulking off to God-knows-where, you jumping out from dark doorways; and when they don’t see you traveling down some dark alley, they imagine they see you crouched behind the next crate or just around the next corner. By aligning yourself with the bogeyman you have sullied the reputations of the Temperator, Liberty, Spectrum, and me. As Jefferson City’s creator, I can’t let it happen. I told you the conditions. You can meet them, or you can get the hell out of town.”


    I met everyone’s eyes in turn. “Are you finished?”


    Locke looked at the Temperator and Liberty who nodded their assent. Locke handed me my coat and patted me on the shoulder. The bell rang at the dark side exit where I disappeared into the gray morning.


    Women of Jefferson City, present circumstances demand that we be candid with each other. I publish this letter to offset whatever false pretence Locke chooses to drum up to draw you to my ball. Furthermore, if the circumstances of Locke’s invitation to that party—as I have just revealed them—have not scared you away, it does not matter. Because I won’t meet you; I will come to no ball.


    I have heard the ridiculous ads Locke is running on Jefferson City Radio, and I take this opportunity to make my own announcement: I have accepted the task of searching for a wife, but she will be like none of your peers. You may have noticed me stalking our streets less of late; it is because I am in the process of gathering faces into my Tower. If you still want to serve your city or my cause, you can do so by submitting a 12-by-12 headshot and a profile image of yourself.


    That is all. I doubt very much this letter is disappointing many Jeffersonians; it is written to set the facts straight, to thwart our conspirators, and to save the women of Jefferson City’s precious time.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.3


    John Locke’s Letter to Liberty:

  


  
    How Should We Hide Our Miscreants?


    LIBERTY, RELAX. I got your last ten letters. Yes, I read Axiom’s public warning against our conniving to find him a wife—the ignoramus—; and no, I am not going to break my promise and boot him out of Jefferson City before that time which we allotted for him to take a wife has expired. None of us guessed that Axiom would choose to take the grand search for a wife inside the grand 10-by-10 foot expanse of his studio apartment.


    The streets are ghostly under the pale moon in his absence. Sometimes, when I come down from New Monticello on Flat Top Hill to walk our streets, I hear Axiom’s black charger approaching from down some dark ally, but when I turn I find only the wind howling down the vacant alley, pushing bits of parchment across black puddles.


    Our governor’s horse has not stirred from City Hall this past fortnight. It sits, riderless, complaining at the bats.


    I also understand that during the witching hour the streets are not deserted, but populated by new specters who lurk without the threat of Axiom’s corralling them into dark corners to undergo trial and sentencing. Axiom’s sabbatical—because he is Jefferson City’s only judge—puts you, Liberty, in a compromised position: It cannot be rectified by your breaking the heads of both accused and accuser.


    The principles of liberty are just as poorly preserved by imprisoning the miscreants to keep the streets silent. As their numbers increase, so do their offences, which are beginning to rouse concern in men’s hearts.


    I have a solution.


    Before the Revolution, when I lived in the radio tower in the forests bordering Jefferson City, I walked the valley before red dawn. On one such occasion, while gathering my thoughts for the next epistle in the series I completed arguing the necessity for establishing Jefferson City, I encountered a dark woman waiting beneath a crooked apple tree. Another moment and she had disappeared into a blue mist. I thought my senses had failed me, until I encountered her again the next morning. A red snake curled at her white feet. Her toenails were splintered and caked with black dirt. “Who are you?” I asked.


    “The Witch Warden.”


    “What is your business in these woods?”


    The old woman smiled, “Your radio program has drawn me out of the mountains. I own a prison in the mountains. Beware of becoming great, John Locke, because I keep great things in my prison in the mountains.”


    I raised my eyebrows. But the woman did not smile. She simply turned and left. On future walks, I saw the Witch Warden’s shadow through the morning fog. But never the witch herself.


    I imagined for some time that she was a psycho-witch. That she may very well have fancied the cave she took shelter in to be a giant prison. But in the year since the establishment of our City, I have heard stories from mountaineers of ancient walls that appear to be the sides of the mountain, but are in fact made from colossal, chiseled stones.


    I have hired a mountaineer to show me the structure to see if we cannot discover an ally to help us out of our present catch 22.


    I do not know who this woman is; I do not know what her intentions are; I do not know that we can trust her; however, doing nothing is not an option, and dealing directly in the matter is not tasteful. If there is indeed some warden who spirits people away to a secret, prehistoric fortress, we can use her to scuttle Jefferson City’s miscreants off our streets.


    You’re the last person I should be asking for help with this. In the meantime, I’m going to set the Temperator on Axiom to see if he can’t, without Axiom becoming smart to him, use his special skills to level out his aberrant behavior.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.4


    The Temperator’s Letter to John Locke:

  


  
    John, I May Have the Answer to Our Problems


    SINCE AXIOM WROTE that cute letter warning Jeffersonian ladies against our efforts to arouse their interest in him, when I walk the dust-blown streets beneath his Tower, the electric-blue light emanating from his twenty-fifth-floor window forces me to weigh the necessity of raiding it. This pulsating light illuminates blue drywall and rafters apparently tossed by the creep right out of his apartment window.


    Just the other night, I thought I found a woman lying dead there.


    It was a pretty, young face, eyes open staring at the stars overhead. Crumpled. Body apparently crushed beneath the heap of building waste. But when I approached the girl to close her eyes, the face blew away and landed in a dark puddle. It was just a picture, thank God. And she was not alone. The refuse was littered with crumbled and shredded women’s faces.


    About four stories beneath the star-patterned curtain concealing Axiom’s lair, the fire escape begins to be clogged with drywall and steel pipes and little bunched-up balls of paper.


    And if the mystery of ten thousand pounds of construction waste appearing beneath an apartment whose landlord swears he has not applied for a remodeling permit wasn’t enough cause to splinter the two-by-fours Axiom has used to barricade his front door, your letter was.


    Your mandate in hand, on two separate occasions I have stood outside of Axiom’s pounding the door. The only signs of life inside were shadows passing beneath his door crack.


    On my third visit I brought a jackhammer and a crowbar so that when Axiom failed to heed my knocking, I could proceed to dismantle his front door.


    The two-by-fours wrenched off, my crowbar jammed between the door and the frame, I heaved back and the door flew open.


    Locke, you will not be happy to hear how the governor has been spending his solitary confinement.


    Women’s faces watched out of his walls; brown eyes, blue eyes, thousands of eyes spiraled up the walls in every direction—the faces, like the curving Boolean lines on a schematic, stretched up passed where a ring of exposed pipes, wires, and floor beams revealed where the floor separating the two apartments had been ripped out, up and up until they spilled onto the ceiling, pouring toward the centermost point where a dark pool was forming. It looked like water, but that would suggest this room’s gravity worked in reverse. From the center of the floor rose a decrepit, two-story scaffold. Concealed by the platform at the top, someone was scratching at the ceiling’s dark pool.


    The faces—thousands of them—stirred from an unseen wind. “Axiom!” I called. “Axiom!” Axiom did not answer. I walked the perimeter studying the brunettes and blondes, attempting to know the sickness that they were a manifestation of.


    That’s when I recognized the first face, and soon after, a second. These were not random pages torn from magazines. The first was the headshot of Pricilla Price whose father, Victor Price, owned Jefferson Bank; the second headshot was of a woman named Tiffany Chambers who recently suffered a nervous breakdown after a catastrophic blind date.


    Tiffany would not give me her date’s name, but said he left her in a diner booth—chuckling under his breath—shortly after their entrees arrived. He had insisted she order spinach, and when their entrees came, kept bugging her till she tasted it. Then he said, “Now I want you to smile.” She asked him what was the matter with him. He broke the awkward silence that followed with one of those knock-knock jokes that you can’t help smiling at. At first, she thought they were sharing a good laugh, but she soon realized that he was laughing at her. He covered his mouth and said, “I’m sorry. I expected as much from studying your dental records.” He dropped a wad of bills on the table and walked out. She waited until getting back safely inside of her apartment before finding a mirror to smile in: when she did, she saw the tiny clusters of spinach sticking out from between her teeth at odd angles.


    As a last resort, Axiom was eliminating prospects by luring them into candle-lit diners. There, under the veil of intimacy, he flattered, baited, and teased until she opened to him that idiosyncrasy she had carefully concealed from public records.


    With a blue blanket and four long strips of duct tape, Axiom had obscured the lone window at the far end of his apartment. For the first time, I was thankful for that blanket. It reduced the number of Jeffersonians who would have otherwise needed to be treated by me for anxiety disorders. Their fears unsubstantiated, I have successfully treated my nyctophobics by installing nightlights near their beds and patrolling their neighborhoods with my baseball bat. But when small fears are inflamed by witnesses who swear that Jefferson City is home to a monster who hoards women’s faces and, floor to ceiling, uses them to complete some obscene jigsaw puzzle, then the number of faces that I must administer to out of my jacket’s narcotic shop increases exponentially.


    I am a man of common sense: I could reduce my workload by knocking Axiom over the head with a blunt object and tossing him out of his apartment window.


    At last Axiom began to crawl backward over the platform. He grabbed the poles of the rung ladder and slid down like a fireman. He crossed me to a flow chart on the wall where he made a few marks.


    I said, “What is all this?”


    Axiom answered without turning around, “You weren’t at breakfast? I have two weeks left to find a wife or my term as Judge of Jefferson City is over.


    I approached the flow chart, “Are you sure this is the best place to find a wife?”


    Axiom smiled, “Why are you here?”


    “I've come to help you on your quest. Why else?”


    “Locke sent you. I’m not an idiot.”


    “So he sent me. So he's worried about you. So is Liberty, Spectrum, and the rest of the City. If only they knew you tore down your ceiling and dumped it out your window to create a two-story paper harem.”


    Axiom took a stack of faces under one arm and gave me the stink eye. “Why didn't you write a letter like the others?”


    “You don’t respond to letters—or house calls. You’re not doing your job. The lawless make mischief in your absence. The others grow sick looking at your blue window. You’re making Liberty and I work overtime. We’ve got enough problems without you multiplying them.”


    “You guys want me to find a wife. I’m doing it the quickest way I know how.”


    “Well, give me a hammer and some nails.”


    Axiom looked me up and down. He handed me a stack of papers and climbed the rung ladder with a larger stack slung underarm.


    I flipped through the faces. “What the hell do I do with these?”


    “What do you mean? There are holes in the lines all over the place—take a step back and observe. Use those faces to fill the face-gaps on their way toward the face at the center of the ceiling where I am working.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    Axiom peered over the scaffolding platform, smiling wildly. “The marriage of philosophy and science! My son will be a specimen of pure Objective Reason! Not like me—most certainly not like you!


    “Look at the faces on the floor—every face is the end of the string. Those are the original faces of Eve who gave birth to the human race. Now follow them across the floor and up the wall. At about chest level, now you are at the furthest point from the source—the original. All those women at your eye level, those are the most distinct breeds. But follow the faces beyond the gutted floor and they are plummeting up and up and all converging right here, right over my head.”


    “Where you have a black pool.”


    “It isn’t a pool; this is where all the strands will converge at some point when, as the races mix and mix, we are at last left with one, smooth, golden skin. It could be a few hundred years from now—it could be several thousand.”


    “You’re out of your mind.”


    “Maybe. But one of the faces you’re standing on represents that point when the first mother crawled out of the ash; and this—over my head—, this is where perfect Reason will reemerge. A face that is not distinct like those around the gutted floor. She is screaming back at me out of this dark hole.”


    Axiom continued his rant, “You mistake her voice for earthquakes and mountain slides, but the world was not always filled with discord. We don’t know when, but someone grabbed her tongue, took a fisher’s knife, and severed it seven ways; this one whined high, this one deep; they lashed in several directions spurting blood, and we have never really understood each other since. Subjective reason was born that night. Oh, quiet woman, preserved in cloisters, bedded by modest men who worshiped the books wherein Old Reason slept and who were careful to remove prejudice from their hearts before making heirs. I am not looking for any particular features—it is why I let this space be a vacuum: I am hunting a mind.”


    •••


    JOHN, I HAVEN’T repeated the half of what Axiom said. He rambled on about how his son would restore Objective Truth to the world—how that son would take his place as judge, not just of Jefferson City, but the world.


    Well, I didn’t have to flip far through my pile of faces to guess that Axiom was giving me busy work, and I told him as much.


    “What did you expect?, you just came on the project. And we both know why you are here—and it isn’t for the progress of science. You’re here to shut me down. If you can plug any of those black squares with those faces, then I’ll think about letting you filter through the new faces John just left me.”


    “John is bringing you these headshots? He knows about this?”


    “Yes, from the city records. I had asked for profiles, he said no.”


    “How would he have gotten profiles?”


    “Make IDs mandatory for all purchases in Jefferson City. Mandate that only IDs showing both front and profile images are valid.”


    “And he said no?"


    “But I did get him to drop off headshots."


    I drew a flask of whiskey from an interior coat pocket, took a swig, then kneeled by a vacancy in the string of faces: The lower woman’s nose was shorter than the woman’s two spaces ahead of her; otherwise these looked like twins. I searched my stack for their unlikely sister whose nose would be of intermediate length.


    The work was engaging and rewarding. I never found that triplet, but I surprised myself by making several other connections. All the while, Axiom would not come down from the ceiling where he stared into his black void.


    “Hey, it’s been hours, man. Climb on down here and take a look at my progress. Axiom? You awake up there?”


    “Yes.”


    “Can’t we go take a break at the local watering hole?”


    “You go.”


    Sighing, I opened my coat and read the labels of glass vials lining its interior: LORAZEPAM, SNOW, MOLLY ... I had a new medicine called POPPY MILK I was eager to test out. The apothecary who sold it to me claimed that the murky, yellowish fluid produced a long, therapeutic, coma-like sleep in the patient.


    I unscrewed a water bottle, added a few drops of the murky matter, then resealed and shook the bottle. “Axiom, why don’t you climb down and take a swig of this?”


    The only response from Axiom was the sound of his chalk scratching the ceiling.


    I threw the bottle against the faces, shattering it. Disappointed, but not ready to quit, I stormed out.


    At the corner market, I poured a cup of black coffee. I ripped open two sugar packs and mixed in a splash of cream. Looking askance to be sure I was alone in the isle, I slipped the cloudy vial labeled POPPY MILK from inside my jacket. I put in twice what I had put in the water earlier—to counteract the caffeine—, gave it a quick stir, popped on the plastic top, and discarded the stir stick.


    Rain spat from the black sky on my return. Inside Axiom’s lair, I slicked the rain from my dark coat. My wet soles scuffed and chewed faces on my way to the scaffold, undoing countless hours of work.


    “Axiom, how about a cup of joe?”


    No sound from the platform atop the scaffold. Axiom’s black boot hung lifeless over the edge.


    I climbed the rung ladder and peeked over the platform. Axiom lay on his back, one hand under his chin, the other holding the piece of chalk. Axiom was not looking for a face to fill the void, he was scratching phrases there, then smudging them off with the back of his coat sleeve. The phrases intersected and overlapped each other:


    Do plants curl toward or away from her as she passes?


    Do animals scurry toward or away from her?


    Do mosquitoes suck unusually long from her veins?


    Do her pupils dilate or narrow when targeting me?


    Does her arm hair lengthen or retract in cold weather?


    “Lots to do, huh, Axiom? Well, take a gander over the side there. See?, there’s a nice hot cup of coffee down there to keep you going. If you’re willing to make the climb down.”


    Axiom smiled. “Sure, I'll take a coffee break. The void can wait.”


    Axiom sat with his coffee on his bed, which consisted of a naked mattress atop a springboard: no pillows, no blanket, no sheets. The mattress groaned and complained when he sat on it. It was the only piece of furniture in the room, so I squatted on the floor and picked up where I left off patching holes in the face-lines. The work had started to sicken me, and I was just going through the motions.


    When I looked up, boiling coffee was running down Axiom’s leg toward his dropped cup; Axiom’s upper body had slumped forward, head crooked, eyes closed.


    I flicked him in the temples ... no response. I went to the neighbor’s and rolled a television in front of his bed. Hoping to remind Axiom of his duty to Jefferson City, I turned the dial to Jefferson City Radio, which was airing reruns of “The Jefferson Papers.”


    I put enough medicine in Axiom to knock him out for at least twenty-four hours. He’ll wake up in a world of hurt. That spilled coffee will leave a dark scar on his leg—but, hopefully, I’ll have knocked the mania out of him.


    •••


    I LEFT THAT CURSED tower satisfied that I had done my duty by you, John. I wanted to put all that craziness out of my mind.


    But as I was making my rounds distributing medicines to my patients, blue light emanating from the mouth of a dark alley drew my attention. I heard a woman weeping above me, then from the alley, then from behind. The woman was everywhere, or in the clouds, or in another world. And for an instant I saw all those staring faces on Axiom’s walls.


    A disarray of crates littered the alley. Bent over on one of them sat a dark figure.


    As I approached, I tried to size her up. Opening my coat, I put fingers on two separate vials thinking to myself, aphrodisiac?, or tranquilizer?


    The closer I came, the harder she was to diagnose. I closed my coat, mystified by the beautiful, pale light reflecting off her iris cloak. The light source seemed to in fact be the cloak, as I could not locate any other immediate source. Head bowed, she rocked herself and sniffled quietly.


    When I sat on the filthy crate beside hers, she did not recoil. “Do you know who I am?”


    The woman pushed her hood back and met my eyes. Hers were red and glistening. She hid them again before nodding.


    “Do you know what I do?”


    “Hand drugs out to druggies, I suppose.”


    “I temper the intemperate. Calm the excited. Give drink to the thirsty. A place to sleep for the tired. I knock out the over-anxious. I break cruelty. I please the morbid and make the sad laugh.”


    The woman shrugged, “Are you going to tell me a joke? Or you could try tickling me under the armpit, I suppose. It won’t work. I don’t much feel like laughing.”


    “I’m not going to ask you why you’re crying. I’m guessing it’s heartache.”


    The woman smiled.


    “Listen, I have a problem. And it wouldn’t take Sherlock to guess you have one as well. I know I’m catching you at a bad time. But I need some advice. My problem is my friend Axiom’s problem. You’ve heard of him? Perhaps you heard Locke announce on Jefferson City Radio that there is to be a ball in honor of Axiom two week’s from tonight?”


    She hadn’t.


    “You know he tries every criminal case in this city?—is either admired by all, or hated by those jealous of his power? You must guess at his paycheck. I know mine: we both work for John Locke; we both are high profile, both irreplaceable, both in it for the long haul. Anyway, this Axiom, you see, he is in desperate need of a wife.”


    I paused, and I swear her left ear perked up.


    “He is not looking for just any wife. His dream is to have a family in harmony with Objective Truth. When the wife lifts her hand or turns her body, it will be in such concord with nature that anyone with an ear near to her will swear they hear music.


    I paused, confident I had wet her appetite. “This is my question to you.” My hands found hers. “Should I break this man’s heart and tell him that no such woman exists?, or should I tell him to keep chasing her?”


    The woman watched the sky. I had painted a pretty romantic picture there. I suspect she saw herself cast in the role of the woman preserved underground by balms and oils who would be exhumed and wed to Axiom.


    She wiped her eyes. “I would encourage him. Axiom is brave. He believes in ideals when everyone else believes in Realism.” Her eyes dropped to the asphalt, “It was ... Realism that hurt me recently. I have half a mind to escape into the kind of fantasy world Axiom seems to inhabit. Realism brings pain—by the truckload.”


    The cloaked woman opened her purse, withdrew three blue glass shards, placed them in my palm, gently closed my fingers over them, then folded her hands around mine. “I want you to keep these for me.”


    “A dangerous gift.”


    “They are ... things I will not be using after all.”


    “Tell you what,” I said. “You want any more information about anything, or just want to talk, use this.” I handed her a blank scroll, a stick of wax, and the Jefferson City stamp. By giving her access to the Governors’ Courier Service, I have created a way to keep tabs on her in the event that she goes after the bait.


    •••


    JOHN, I DO NOT know how this woman spent the rest of her evening, but I doubt it was digging glass shards under her wrists.


    What say you? Should we stand by and see if she acts, or should I continue proliferating Axiom’s specs among the women of this valley? It all just sort of happened, but once I began seeding ideas in her, I knew what I was doing.


    We’ve been going about this all wrong. If Axiom’s going to hole himself up in his lair, we’ve got to find someone willing to go in after him.


    I approached the blue woman because she was pretty. I approached her because she was isolated. I approached her because a strange aura emanated off of her person. In short, she possesses many of the exceptional attributes that are characteristic of the rest of us governors. I do not believe she practices anything to the perfection that Axiom demands. But I wonder if his imagination will not supply the defects?


    That’s it, John, for my part. I’m going to sit back and see what happens. I hope that I’ve killed two birds with one stone. I’m not going to let Jefferson City’s derelicts grow itchy as Axiom has permitted its criminals to. I’ll throw a glance in the direction of his blue window now and again, keep an ear out for any news on the street—but my part is played.


    Let’s see if the lady in blue plays hers.


    –The Temperator


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.5


    Mary’s First Epistle to the Temperator:

  


  
    Thanks for Taking a Chance on Me


    MR. TEMPERATOR, I'M taking advantage of your having provided me access to the Governors’ Courier Service to write you. Who knows, perhaps one day this letter can be added to the epistles Locke broadcasts over Jefferson City Radio. But please, for the time being, keep the contents of this letter secret.


    I was quiet when you told me Axiom’s story in part because it felt like I was hearing the story of my destiny read to me by the Fates.


    Not only do I feel like I know Axiom personally, but as you described the woman he seeks I could not help but feel that she could be me. This conviction, which perhaps began as a bud, grew powerful toward the end of your speech.


    I have since hoped that it was your recognizing in me those elements which you knew Axiom to be seeking that caused you to privilege me with the story of his great search that night in the alleyway. I have held this hope close to my heart these past few days.


    Let me explain the history of my love life and a little about how I have traditionally gone about dating men and how it leads me to believe I will be the perfect match for Axiom.


    After you left me alone on the salty wooden crate (I had been crying for quite a while before you discovered me), I let the germs of our conversation settle. When at last I rose, I grasped an imaginary zipper between my eyeballs, pulled it down my nose, lips, chin, neck, chest, navel, and—like I was shimmying out of a pair of skinny jeans—stepped out of my Old Self leaving me conceptually and spiritually naked.


    Do not find my thoughts alarming. They are calming to me.


    Your next question might be, what was the character of this Old Self?


    The more accurate question would be: What were the characters of my Old Selves?


    And once I answer, you will—I think—be calm and as confident as I am about my being the woman whom your governor is seeking.


    I have never met anyone who was a good match for my personality; consequently, I fell to analyzing men—often from dark bushes—and recreating myself based on the characteristics that I inferred would best match their personalities.


    Let me give you a few examples. Once I was attracted to a man who wore a wife beater and close-cropped hair like the stocky Pollock in Streetcar Named Desire. Well, I tore the legs off my skinny jeans to make short shorts, bought a Honda Shadow motorcycle, let my hair down, and found never-ending highways to spend my evenings chasing down.


    This new self—who I swore was reared on exhaust fumes—made a perfect match for Stanly ... but then Stanly must have felt he made the perfect match for several women or else why did he frequent so many bedchambers?


    My next target was a man who swore he had no free will, graduated with his master’s degree at forty, and greeted everyone by saying, “I got a late spring on life.” His yellow hair was matted to his forehead; his eyes watched out of black-rimmed glasses like a wild owl’s; his legs were stretched and skinny from years of Yoga.


    For this man I renamed myself Xu and mastered the Warrior Positions, Squatting Dog, and Lotus Blossom.


    I sneaked up on him when he sat facing a rock wall with a book between his knees; I stood on the other side of the waste-high wall and arched my back until my upside-down face was level with his.


    We became intimate practicing Acro-yoga—that intimacy ended when he miraculously improved between our sessions. When he admitted to having other partners, I didn’t tie his limbs in obscene knots; instead, I approached his studio after midnight with a gasoline can. I let myself in and used the fuel to slick down his Yogis’ mats.


    There have been many men, and there have been many False Selves, but I have never found a man who I did not have to put on a new self to get along with. With Axiom, for the first time I can take off these Old Selves because he wants to love the Mary who has waited preserved beneath them—unadulterated.


    I am excited—and I hope you are too—about Axiom’s discovering his match.


    I will meet Axiom metaphorically naked, figuratively untouched, spiritually ancient—and I believe Axiom will find in my True Self all he has searched for.


    I am going to confront your friend soon and I hope to write to you shortly about a riotous success.


    You ventured into a darkened alley led by intuition, knowing full well I could have knocked you on the side of the head and raped your unconscious body—or worse, dragged you unconscious to the port and sold you for five hundred dollars to the sex trade in Beijing, all for a few lines of crack cocaine.


    You know I did neither of these things. Hopefully soon, I can help your friend’s pipe dreams solidify into reality.


    –Mary

  


  
    

    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.6


    Mary’s Second Epistle to the Temperator:

  


  
    I Am Ready to Start My New Life


    A WET PUDDLE sits at my left. It travels outside my drawing room and through the kitchen.


    It doesn’t stop there.


    My apartment occupies Liberty Tower’s top five floors, from thirty to thirty-five. (Between Axiom’s two floors and my five, we own a substantial portion of Liberty Tower.) Well, that wet trail runs across my kitchen floor and up the flight of service stairs to the roof; the roof is submerged a quarter-inch deep in the clear liquid that sloshes over its ledges like an immoderately-poured Gin Ricky.


    Read on and I will reveal the identity of this liquid—for to reveal before explaining myself would be to cause you undo alarm.


    I know I have not been updating you on the progress of my project, and I know that you warned me against purchasing an apartment above Axiom’s (from the outside, it must look like he and I are in competition to find stranger reasons for buying up adjacent units and gutting them to form strangely-proportioned new homes). Sometimes I crouch with my ear to my floor listening where just beneath me Axiom scratches away at his ceiling. I have startled him more than once creeping by his window to see what engages his midnight hours—but he only opens his magic curtain to discard waste or to check the fire escape for my shadow.


    My completed chambers are not so elaborate as the Catacombs of Paris, but if I had lived someplace like this, it would have been the quiet sanctuary wherein I could perfect virtue un-impinged by the outside world.


    Of course we know—you and I—that my True Self has in fact been preserved by those False Selves which I am about to expunge from this world.


    I have laid them in small niches throughout these upper floors. The puddle beside my writing desk runs across brown tiles, up walls and into every shallow grave into which I have inserted an old costume. Now I will reveal the identity of the mystery substance spilling over the brim of Liberty Tower: it is gasoline. I am going to burn my former identities. Or let me correct myself.


    There is one identity which I have found particularly useful in preserving my True Self. It is a black silk mask with two diamond-shaped eyeholes. When I knot this silk fold behind my bun, I become Duessa.


    I am wearing the silk mask now. I secured it before lifting the gas can. This way we can assume that Mary, my True Self, is in the cloister during the crises which is about to unfold. It was this masked woman, Duessa, who walked backward pouring a trail of gasoline through her chambers, up the stairs, across the roof, and down thirty-five stories to pool at the base. And it will be Duessa—not Mary—who strikes the match and drops it in the toxic pool beside this desk.


    It seems I have known you a long time, Temperator. When you met me, you must have recognized Mary bleeding through the weeping shell of a woman who called herself Jessica—Jessica’s hair curling around Mary’s face, Jessica’s red lipstick covering Mary’s pale lips, Jessica’s long foux lashes covering Mary’s lush but smaller ones. Now, Jessica’s shell rests inside of a horizontal coffin constructed from plaster of Paris. I mention Jessica because—besides Xu—I have not related the histories of the score of False Selves who occupy the niches above, below, and beside hers. The empty costumes lie face up, arms crossed at the waist; the selves who wore gloves, their hands are folded in prayer; where their eyes would have been, I have laid two silver coins. This way after flames devour them, they can pay the River Man for passage across the Styx so they can rest safely in Hell.


    When you envision the army of selves that will shortly become flaming carrions, you will understand why it was necessary to purchase the top five floors to contain them. Soon, my pasts will be incinerated. The smoking particles will rise in a swirling incense, and out of that smoldering fragrance, Mary’s past will emerge: haunting memories of being scuttled to dark corners of the quiet world where she will have read philosophy and cultivated Objective Truth.


    One last detail before I strike this match: I have torn their costumes into strips to sheath my body in. Doused in fire retardant, wrapped ankle to forehead without an opening for my mouth, I am prepared for the ordeal ahead.


    Beneath this gossamer I wear Duessa’s silken mask.


    I am writing to you, gas can in hand. Once I seal and send this letter, flames will run across the thin, dark trail across my room and up the stairs toward the roof.


    Wish me luck tonight. And if this is the last you hear from me, thank you with all my heart.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.7


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    Something Remarkable Has Happened


    I SHOULD TELL YOU first that I am alive. When I tell you what happened, you will understand, as I have been made to, that wonders can be born from catastrophes.


    Something had gone wrong with the smoke detectors throughout the Tower, because I was not awakened on my springboard by their piercing screams—even when the fire was bright in half the building—but by a woman’s voice. Thick, golden smoke filled my room. Half dreaming, I fancied the voice screaming at my door belonged to a woman from a recurring dream. In this dream, a hand reaches through my wall of faces and gestures me toward her. The hand peals open the wall revealing a dark passage. Though I cannot see the hand’s owner, the voice beckoning me is so lovely I obey without question. I pass into a dark, wound-like interior and am led down a moldy, winding path terminating at an old tomb. We slide the stone lid off and discover the body of the face I have been seeking.


    A fresh scream pulled me back from my delusion into a smoke-filled room. A woman veiled by smoke was shouting at my front door. “Come!, I am getting everyone out, but I can only do it with your help.”


    I leapt off my springboard—but paused. The dark heads around my room watched me through smoke. I felt for them, and yet something else was welling up in my breast that made me excited to leave them. This time, I thought, the woman behind my wall is real!


    I ran into the corridor in time to see a figure wrapped like a mummy and holstering a hammer and crowbar at her back race down the stairwell. Her tattered gossamer revealed dark skin. Her left arm held two infants, her right, one. In spite of the smoke-filled stairwell, the infants quietly watched her veiled eyes, burning like blue searchlights.


    A host of tenants streamed down the well in front of and behind her; she handed the infants off to the one who said, “Bless you. Bless you” and stepped onto the next landing. She raced down the hall, drew her hammer, and in one swipe shattered the handle to apartment 24 A. She threw her shoulder against the door and it burst open. “Hurry!, wipe the dew from your eyes before it is too late!”


    John, my heart never beat harder. I think I was already feeling the pangs of love—with no idea what the specter looked like beneath her shroud. Never had I seen a purer intention matched by a fiercer bravery. Inspired, I rushed ahead of her to apartment 24 B.


    But while my enthusiasm was a match for hers, apparently my shoulder was not. When I shouldered the door, the frame rattled but the door held firm. There was not a little embarrassment when the shrouded figure—without any condescension—touched my shoulder, gently suggesting that I back away. She wielded her hammer and brought it crashing down on the deadbolt.


    Then I had a surprise.


    Instead of rushing inside, she ran ahead to apartment 24 C leaving the job of bursting the jarred door to 24 B to me.


    I bent backward and threw my might against it, shattering the door. “Hello?,” I screamed. Like dark sets of waves, black smoke rolled across the ceiling; heat radiating downward suggested that smoke concealed flames.


    I wanted to retreat to the shrouded specter and be sure we two escaped. Then from outside down the corridor arose two distant blows—hammer and shoulder—and I knew she had entered 24 C.


    Something throbbed inside me—call it love, call it intuition—and I marched forward beneath the smoke waves blooming toward me and out the corridor I had opened to them. “Follow my voice. Do not trust your eyes—cover them and follow my voice or you are lost!”


    At first, I thought the creature hobbling down the hall toward me had three legs. As he closed the space between us, I realized the third leg was his cane. This was Old Man Simon’s apartment—one of the first men who was put to work sewing blue coats for the Revolution. I put my arm through his shoulder and hurried him into the corridor.


    From the stairwell below echoed the shepherdess’s call. I left Old Man Simon at the railing of the next landing and entered the twenty-third floor’s smoke-filled corridor. I was touched to find—not the shrouded woman—but the handles to 23 A and 23 B vandalized and not thrown open.


    John, it’s safe to say that me and the mummy already had a kind of psychic bond. Neither of us could have successfully evacuated the building working in isolation; working together, we could have evacuated a building three times the size.


    The evacuation was a labor of love. I saw her in flashes rushing ahead of me. I did not imagine it—when she touched my shoulder in passing, it electrified me. I thrilled to the sound of her hammer, usually blasting the doorframes one or two flights below me. I often paused to the sound of her assertive, calm, voice commanding the evacuation from the halls. She drew the fearful to her like poison from deep wounds; she touched haggard shoulders and sent them calmly ahead of her toward the ground floor.


    The more people who rushed ahead of me, the more we saved, the more I loved her voice—her mind—her intelligence—her serenity. I name aspects because it is through these that I had acquainted myself with her on my ceiling—and because, as she was shrouded, I had yet to see her. Remember, I knew not whether she hailed from Heaven, Hell, or Jefferson City. But in my elation at some point I must have rushed ahead of her—because when I threw my shoulder against doorway 17B, I discovered its handle and deadbolt intact. I looked to 17C: that deadbolt was also engaged.


    Something in me dropped. Could fear have quashed her virtue and caused that less admirable instinct for self preservation to raise its ugly, little head?


    No, she could not have quit. Doubting her fortitude spoke to my own subjective biases. Her song was better than us. Her voice called through flames and inspired bravery. It would have gone on singing if I had not lost her somewhere between the seventeenth and eighteenth floors.


    I panicked, doubling back. She had not fled; in my over-zealousness I had fled passed her.


    The last room she had opened for me was 18B—but why had she doubled back after I had cleared it? I raced upstairs demanding of the evacuees where they had last seen their shrouded rescuer. A skinny boy pointed to the end of the hall where the door to 18A rocked ajar.


    Smoke filled 18A’s kitchen. The family room’s television showed white noise. The hallway ahead terminated at opposing doorways.


    My first thought was, suicide. I had cleared this room not two minutes before. The sole occupant was a thirty-something female who bolted out assuring me she lived alone. Perhaps the shrouded woman returned to lute the place—


    An abortive infant’s scream arose from the back rooms. I crept toward it. Invisible heat radiating down the hall seared my eyes. I pushed through it following cries muffled by cackling flames. From the far-left door, red light pulsated bleeding into the hall. And inside the cause was bright flames eating the striped wallpaper around a white crib. Amidst black wood shards, half a ceiling beam lay smoldering. The fall of the other half had been arrested by the back of the shrouded woman pinning her to the crib’s rail. The rescuer’s head and arms hung lifelessly inside, and the frantic infant clumsily attempted to climb them toward safety.


    I heaved the beam off the woman’s back and it splintered the floor where I dropped it. I recoiled at the touch of the crib—its iron was brand-hot. I scooped the infant up in a pink swaddle and tightened the load like a bow strap, snug into the woman’s chest.


    What were burnt palms? I took her thighs and shoulders, tucked my head under her stomach and hoisted her up. My victim lay across my shoulders, fireman style, with the infant securely lodged between my head and mummy’s chest. I rushed from that unhappy nursery and down the stairwell.


    The Tower of Babel didn’t come down harder. The stairwell seemed to grow in front of me. The babe’s eyes watched mine. They were not alarmed or happy; they just stared back.


    Dark smoke rose from the lower levels. Soon it was so thick I had to take the steps by feel: twelve steps, turn; twelve steps, turn. A red, pulsing light bleeding up from below and a siren’s wail suggested the ground floor was near.


    A large engine blocked the exit. Scrawled across the side, embossed letters spelled FIRE GENIE. Between FIRE and GENIE a pink ghost wearing a fireman’s hat popped out of an oil lamp. A lower-pitched siren and a screech of wheels to the right announced the arrival of FIRE GENIE’s competitor, POOF & SMOKE.


    My victim’s shrouds were hot and fried.


    And what of it? I thought. If I deliver her to the care of these men, will they destroy her? I took the infant from the bundle. She smiled as I slipped her into an old woman’s arms.


    If I surrender the mystery woman, she will be thrown on a steel bed and shuttled to Doctor Spectrum’s. Will he be on duty at this hour? And if not, will his directives prompt her caregivers to make a cold calculation: if burns and possible damage to reproductive tissue together make her less than eighty-six percent human—they will summon Liberty.


    She will dawn her helmet, march through the night and appear in Spectrum’s intensive care by the victim’s bedside. Liberty will lower her splatter shield, raise her mace, and set my liberator free from her burns.


    Over my dead body.


    “Where is family?” I asked, skulking along the shadows to evade the white and red flashing lights. “Will anyone take you in?”


    She was unconscious—however, the flayed bandages covering her mouth quivered, suggesting aspiration. With my ear to her mouth, I discerned two words: home and cliffs.


    I took her down the darkest alleys. Soon the sirens were as faint as the wind whistling down the dark corridors. The cliffs were several miles to the east.


    She was a happy load across my shoulders. When she moaned, I stopped and laid her head on my knees. “Where is home?”


    “Cliffs ... home.” I guessed she meant the Potomac Cliffs, but had no idea how I would further narrow the search once I arrived.


    Along the cliff’s dark ridge were clustered many small homes. This was the fringe land bordering Jefferson City. It was here that after the Revolution many Minute Men settled, swearing to keep blue coats hung near front doors and shotguns loaded. Salt waves crashed far below. I would have to proceed with caution.


    Desperate to tend her wounds, and she unresponsive, I approached dark windows listening for grinding coffee—any indication the owner was up and about. The less chance of startling a Minute Man into blasting me through the door with his twelve gage.


    I found one home whose windows were all black, but whose front door was wide open, knocking against the wall.


    I approached cautiously, ready to bump into a murderer, hands covered in hot blood, frantic to flee the scene. Above the creaking door glistened a wide red stripe. A bad feeling crept over me. It seemed some barbaric signal granting permission to an outside power to come and feed here.


    Blue lights seeping through closed blinds revealed a deserted living space: a lonely sewing table occupied one corner, a thin easel another. I drew a sheet off a purple chaise and laid her on it.


    I inspected the kitchen, bedroom, closets, bathroom. Safe in the knowledge we were alone, I bolted the front door.


    Then I began a more thorough inspection of the lodging. I discovered the home to be not only desolate, but oddly enigmatic: the bureau held no clothes; clusters of embroidered picture frames ornamented the walls, more were arranged on a Wooton desk—but the frames were all empty; instead of smiling faces or families arranged in height order, the glittering frames showcased black backmats.


    Across from the purple chaise the thin legs of an easel showed black against the largest window. The canvas it held was layered with blue and green glass shards—arranged like tortured flowers. A close inspection revealed that each serrated petal had been dyed purple. I had the uncomfortable notion that something had sat here digging these splinters under its skin and then carefully arranging them on this canvas.


    Something dark lived or had lived here. But if I had to guess, that being had destroyed every trace of itself—pictures, clothes, cosmetics—before erasing itself ... I would inspect the base of the cliff tomorrow to determine whether the thing had not thrown itself over it. Perhaps I could, by kicking that body into the water, prolong the time this residence could be used to revive my shrouded friend.


    I found a silver bowl beneath the sink, filled it with hot water, and took a cloth from the linen closet. I set these down beside the purple chaise and began peeling the disintegrated wrappings from my patient’s body.


    The wrappings were sheer as web and layered deeper than an onion. Something else—each strip was ornamented by eclectic patterns and spun from different materials. One strand I pealed back from her neck seemed to have been cut from a red dress. But by the time I had pealed it around her chest and back, the strip had become blue denim.


    With hot fire knocking on one’s apartment window—it took a tenacious ingenuity to shred, sew, and wrap oneself in this off-the-cuff fire-suit before racing down the flights, scuttling tenants from their homes to the stairwell.


    Perhaps it even required forethought.


    Periodically, her seared, linen-lined stomach rose and fell. I half fancied myself unwrapping a mysterious cocoon. About to discover a naked butterfly preserved inside.


    The ninth layer pealed back revealing a stripe of white skin, absolutely preserved by the ash-black casing.


    One white stripe at a time, I was unwrapping the identity of a woman whose existence I had only hypothesized.


    The more I unwrapped, the more eager I became for the rest. With a good-sized skin-square uncovered, I wet the cloth and neatly padded away the black char.


    Suddenly, her eyes fluttered—the corner of her lips—was it possible?—curled upward before relaxing again. Was it her dream or me making her smile? The latter possibility meant she may be regaining flashes of consciousness.


    When I had her body from the neck down naked and polished, I sat back to admire her. She was breathing regularly now; the danger seemed to have passed. I bent over her, carefully pealing back the final strip by her cheek revealing her pale lips. The only gossamer that remained was the burnt strip covering her eyes. So much of her had been found inviolate, I feared the discovery of marring burns under this last, vital section.


    And perhaps I also feared to learn who she was. Masked, I could swear she was the woman I had sacrificed so much to discover. And yet ... was I not looking for a mind and not a body?, what difference did it matter if her eyes were disfigured by burns?, or—I hardly could name what I feared—if her eyes were discovered to be too close together.


    John, as I write this letter, I still have not unmasked the apparition. Partly because I fear that the pain of separating her face from the mask may wake her—and she looks so exhausted. She had energy to save perhaps thirty occupants from that flaming ruin tonight. She has earned her respite.


    I write this letter at the Wooton desk in the bedroom adjacent to her resting place. She lies naked but masked.


    Hold—she stirs. I must tend to her. I will write again soon.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.8


    The Temperator’s Epistle to Mary:

  


  
    Mary, Respond and Let Me Know that You Survived that Fateful Night


    ARE YOU ALIVE, Mary? I have no idea how late was the hour that a violent wrapping on my door disturbed my slumber. I opened it to discover your courier looking ragged and holding out your epistle. I insisted he take a Red Bull as he hurried back into the dark streets. I did not read your letter until this morning. I am a man of balance, and I fixed myself six sausage links, eggs, and a cup of black coffee before settling down with it. About the time I finished reading, I looked out my window and saw the skyline marred by a tower of smoke. I guessed then that the puddle of gasoline you wrote about was no bluff.


    For all I know I am writing to a dead woman. I will not hide my reactions to your latest letter. I was interested to discover that the Jessica I encountered in the alley was but one of a wardrobe of personalities.


    Mary, who is Duessa? And how long have you used a silk mask to shield yourself from the guilt accrued by your spurious undertakings?


    Don't tell Axiom about Duessa. I like the idea that by wrapping yourself in your shredded past identities and walking through fire you have closed that chapter of your life. I wish you could have chosen a theatre where there would have been less collateral damage. I grant it is possible—however unlikely—that by assuming the identity of this masked Duessa-creature, Mary may have escaped the blame one usually accrues with destroying a hundred decent citizen’s homes.


    Happily, the fire is now behind you and, now that your mask has burnt off, you never have to start another one. My specialty is breaking addictions, and Duessa seems to be a more dangerous shot than straight moonshine. I have heard of alcoholics who regulate their intake by taking one measured drink a day. I myself recommend this course to patients so that they might demonstrate control over the substance that previously controlled them.


    But listen to me, Mary. The extremes of Duessa are such that she brought down a thirty-five story tower. You're going to have to trust me when I say that it is for all our good that Duessa is buried under that ash heap. Leave her there. Don't drag her into the open. Keep Axiom from discovering she ever existed. I know him better than you do. Let sleeping dogs lie.


    With any luck this letter finds a warm hand with still the strength to clasp her quill. Write me soon or my hair all goes white too young in life.


    –The Temperator


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.9


    Mary’s Third Letter to the Temperator:

  


  
    Really Living


    I WOULD BE LYING to say your suggestion of my leaving Duessa out of my conversations with Axiom surprised me. I do not have long. Axiom has momentarily left my bedside to shower. I have only a few private minutes to compose this letter and signal the courier.


    I want to clear a few things up. Like a husband carrying his bride, I laid my wardrobes in their long tombs before making preparations to broil them. I really do mean to leave my Old Selves behind!


    Secondly, you singled me out as a match for Axiom—not the other way around. So how is it eccentric if, like him, I bought up a few floors of Liberty Tower to convert into catacombs? Are not catacombs tombs to house dead things? Would you have preferred that I leave those former histories open to resume at a later hour?


    And yes ... the homes encased in what was supposed to be a sheet of flames as thin and harmless as cake-icing were occupied. I meant them to sparkle and provide atmosphere for our escape down that Tower ... I thought we would be like two lovers escaping the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. I did not expect that fire to, like a monster from hell, eat into men’s homes and lick us from floor to floor down to the Tower’s base. That was a sort of stage error and the person responsible will soon be out of my life forever.


    Just as soon as Axiom peels away her burnt mask and discards it.


    I do not remember blacking out, but when I came to I was cold and sore and some big face was hovering over me peeling off my skin. His warm breath fell on my forehead, chest, stomach. His free hand touched my shoulder which I tried to relax, in spite of my compromised position.


    While he discovered Mary, I was becoming Mary. I tried not to smile and to instead let smiles burn through my body. His fingers worked precisely, as though piecing together the golden skeleton of some long-dead bird.


    As he unwrapped my sides and pelvis, his hands trembled as though he were Praxis who, after sculpting Venus Adonis in a fit of delirium, stumbled upon her in the pitch-black morning, only discovering her perfection by degrees—by running his trembling fingers over her.


    Temperator, I do not think I could be happier. I will heed your advice and not mention any of this to Axiom. Though another part of me that wants Axiom and Mary’s True Selves to be candid with each other is screaming in my head.


    I did not shed dead skin to dress in a crocodile’s. Confession could bring freedom. And perhaps afterward we could find some healing words to smooth over our imperfections ... But you have successfully got me under his scalpel ... I will say nothing to him.


    Farewell, friend. I will write soon.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.10


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    Friend, I Have Unmasked Her


    JOHN, I HAVE unmasked her.


    I feel a strange force at work here. I have spoken before about the solitude of this place. Though it is empty, it feels like from darkened doorways and windows someone is watching us.


    Something stalks the perimeter of this sea-side shack. Something scratches the shuttered window—or else it is the mature oak’s arms, bending in the lake breeze.


    No ... that oak is not near enough to reach the window—it must be human nails.


    Last night, just when I had kneeled beside my nude to unmask her, it happened again: someone’s long nail grating against the closed shutters.


    I leapt up, threw open the shutters and discovered the wild moon illuminating a turbulent lake. The lake stretched into the vast distance. Glittering blue eyes opened and closed inside the dark water—reflections of the blue moon descending into it.


    As I scanned the dark cliffs for signs of life, I discovered a red figure, red the color of a scab picking its way along the ledge.


    I lost the critter amidst the deep crags. I was suddenly reminded of the former tenant who might have thrown himself over this ledge—perhaps he got hung up on a crag and dangled there unconscious until this weather threw a wave in his face. Revived, perhaps he second guessed suicide, scaled the cliff and panicked when he discovered I had taken over his compound.


    I made up my mind to wait till daybreak before hunting the prowler.


    I knelt beside my invalid. Further delay could prove fatal. It seemed other powers were interested in the masked woman's identity.


    I traced her veiled eyes to her left ear where I felt a dry, upturned tag. I peeled it back careful her dead skin did not come off with it. More sheer layers waited beneath. It was like shucking corn a leaf at a time, except instead of a golden ear I discovered a perfect mask, complete with two eyeholes.


    I found the knot holding her mask in place and lifted it over her head ...


    Words cannot describe her because you would use them to attempt to piece together her face from a host of others you have encountered in this world. And her face is not of this world.


    I forgot the mask and watched her eyes. Proportioned like those divinities peopling canvases throughout the Renaissance, she had space for five across her face. Her lips looked so sweet it was a wonder she wasn’t tweeting bird-songs in her sleep.


    Hers was a physical apparition, because she refused to vanish despite my disbelief. Char peppered her eyes and forehead where the mask was partially melted.


    I found aloe and mixed it with the water. I rang the cloth and gently dabbed her eyes and forehead. The texture of her hair was like the melded straw of a broom.


    I closed and secured every door and window. It was too risky to seek clothing for her until I knew more about the night voyeur. Come dawn, I would explore the cliffs to discover where it made off to.


    That's it for now, John Locke. Wish me luck. And wish the devil at my window back to hell.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.11


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    Tell Me What You Think


    I DO NOT KNOW how long I kept the vigil at her bedside before the calm resonating from her chest convinced me to use it as a pillow. I slept soundly for I know not how long before her quivering neck woke me; her arms shot out in wild spasms.


    The shutters (that I had latched from the inside) were banging wildly against the side of the house, and the moon’s white light was pouring through it onto my patient’s strained forehead. The wind animating the blue curtains howled. I rushed to the window in time to see the moonlight beat off the red figure racing away from the window back down the cliff.


    Not this time, you red devil, I thought.


    I re-latched the windows, switched on an old Lancaster lantern and hurried out the front door, wishing I had a key to lock it.


    The black, porous rocks, moist with mold and ocean spray, presented tens of thousands of ways to tumble toward death. I picked my footholds by lantern light.


    At the base of the cliff, I lowered myself into the icy water. Holding the lamp overhead, the unpleasant-coldness lapping at my neck, I scoured the dark, bulbous rocks for an opening. Over an hour had past and I had nearly convinced myself that the red creature had hurried down here to drown itself, when I spied a red glow midway up the cliff: an aperture in the rock, perhaps a cave’s entrance, revealed by a fire burning deeper inside (perhaps lit to keep my window-visitor dry).


    I turned off my Lancaster. At the cave’s entrance, I could not see the source of the light illuminating the throat-like tunnel. It was becoming dimmer suggesting the light bearer was moving deeper inside. It became so dim it threatened to disappear entirely leaving me in absolute darkness. I quickened my steps.


    It was difficult to gage how deep I had descended, but slime growing over the sloping rock suggested I was near sea level. Indeed, there was no way the water entered here through that entrance some hundred feet above the water line. There must have been several cavities flowing into this tunnel; broken shells embedded into the floor and walls suggested that, as the lake waters rose and waned, sometimes the passage was completely submerged.


    I passed a red hexagon, melted candles, rows of blood-speckled shells. It was now so dark I was forced to relight the Lancaster.


    At the last, I found myself face to face with a wall of shells. I examined roof and sides, but found no aperture through which even a clam could have squeezed between. I retraced my steps. Rocks protruding from ceiling and walls threw long, black shadows ahead of me. Holding the lamp close to the roof revealed pores in the rock. But they were passageways for sea serpents and crabs—not prowlers.


    John, I tell what happens next not to disquiet your dreams.


    When I returned to the extreme end of the cavity to reassure myself I had not missed some vital clue, I discovered a dollhouse lying upon the ground.


    About three feet wide, the miniature home was shaped like the Roman Pantheon and hewn out of boxwood. It opened revealing a donut-shaped interior whose exterior walls were lined by small cells. Resting inside the cells were an eclectic assortment of dolls. They were not Barbies. Poor stitch work held together the deteriorating cornhusks they were crafted from: one wore a spiked crown, another a tailed coat and wig, another a doctor’s mask, another a black blindfold. More alarming still, the blindfolded doll was not alone in his cell. While the other cells in the circular prison were devoid of furniture, this one had a cornhusk couch. And on this couch lay a thin doll whose nudity was suggested by the tiny pile of shredded husks on the floor beside her.


    My guess is they represented seared gossamer.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.12


    John’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    Take a Break Contemplating Until Next Century


    SO A BUNCH of toys have got you spooked? What are you afraid of?, some miscreant creating a doll line loosely based on the Governors of Jefferson City and not cutting you in on the profits?


    To be honest, you’re not the first to complain about the Witch Warden. Maybe one late night, red-eyed, slumped over a cup of coffee at Nighthawk’s, you caught a glimpse of Liberty outside your booth walking the deserted streets with her blood pale. The system we worked out during your sabbatical was like this: Liberty would identify perpetrators, follow them to their homes, and wait around dark corners till they settled in for the night. Then Liberty would dip her animal skin into her blood bucket and paint a red stripe over the target’s front door. The witch would take an inventory each night, shuttling into the mountains those occupants whose homes Liberty marked.


    Liberty complained about the dolls too. After checking the street to make sure no bystander witnessed her handy work, just when she dunked the animal hide into her pale, the witch would appear out of nowhere, apparently carrying armfuls of dolls into the marked homes. It spooked the hell out of her. Liberty would wait at the threshold staring down the dark entryway. Long silences would be interrupted by faint scuffles. At last, from the darkness the warden would emerge with the unconscious miscreant thrown over her shoulder—sometimes her prisoners were twice her size.


    Ignorance is bliss—but Liberty had to understand what was becoming of the dolls that failed to return with the witch. She set her pail down, walk down the darkened hall, pushed open the bedroom door, and discovered atop a pillow of the unmade bed a brown doll made from cornhusks.


    You’re writing to warn me against some psycho voyeur who may have a vendetta against the Governors of Jefferson City. Don’t worry. She’s working for us. Your little bedtime story has bored me to tears. So what if our contact in the forest may have a lakeside cave near the setting of your late romance.


    That is unless ... your trouble has something to do with that stripe you found over your present dwelling.


    Perhaps you had it wrong about the suicide. Perhaps the tenant fled because he got wind the Witch Warden was coming for him. Worse, perhaps the Warden has mistaken you two love birds for the home’s tenants. In that case, she may be attempting to abscond with you both to her forest prison.


    That’s hilarious. It would be a fitting end to your follies. I will tell Liberty to make contact with the Warden and inform her we no longer have need of her services—as our Axiom has returned from sabbatical and will resume his position as Judge of Jefferson City.


    Unless you write to me refusing to return to work. In that case I’ll tell Liberty to stripe every entry to your love shack. The quicker to get you both out of my hair forever.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.13


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    Instantiation


    EXHAUSTED FROM THE HUNT, I passed out and did not wake till past noon. Your letter was waiting under the door crack. I sat for a while after reading it just watching my patient’s stomach rise and fall. I put the letter down, walked out the front door, and examined the red stripe over it.


    My patient lay blissfully unawares of the world around her. I quietly closed the door and walked toward the city.


    I returned to my lakeside escape cradling four brown bags of fresh groceries and gripping the neck of a fresh, feathered chicken I rescued for a dime off a neighbor down the street.


    I was surprised to find the couch empty—even fearing for a moment that the Warden had absconded away with my prize. Then I discovered her smiling at me from the middle of the living room. A loose white blouse trailed from her chest. She rushed and threw her arms around me.


    She relieved me of the chicken and a bag of groceries. “I love him,” she said. It was the first thing she had said since the fire. “I’ll just put these away.” The chicken’s feet dangled behind her. “You just wash up. The coach will be here in fifteen minutes.”


    My eyebrows shot into my forehead. Thank God her back was to me. Coach?, I thought. Perhaps the fire had scorched her brain after all.


    John, don’t worry yourself about her mind. Remember your mandate that taxis throughout Jefferson City be shuttled by teams of horses? Well, as we shelved groceries, my mind was halfway through plucking and seasoning the bird when I heard the clap, clap, clap of horse hooves against pavers.


    At the front door, the white Clydesdale—mane stirring in the golden evening wind—was about to teach me my first lesson of the evening: to question her is to question how wonderful reality is.


    It was not yet sunset and our carriage was creaking toward more pleasant surprises. The sun dipped down the golden skyline, spilling a myriad of golden reflections across her face.


    We sat at a modest proximity to each other; conscience I would have to earn now those privileges of nearness I had enjoyed while in the capacity of her caregiver, my first deliberate contact was to take her left hand in mine and place my right over both. When I smiled, she smiled.


    John, we didn't say much on that wagon ride. I thought that to ask her where we were going would show a lack of civility and grace.


    I also thought, hell, this woman's full of pleasant surprises. Why ruin this one?


    As humans, our songs are better than us, but this woman was greater than my best songs. This was unlike that date with the woman who had spinach between her teeth.


    Our coach stopped in front of smoldering Liberty Tower. I looked at the coachman thinking there was some mistake. Mary stared through me with unblinking eyes. I jumped out of the carriage and opened Mary’s door before the coachman could.


    Mary walked ahead of me under the crumbling entryway. Black birds poked their heads out from cavities burned through the pocked walls.


    “Aren't you coming?,” Mary said, walking toward the stairwell.


    John, you've learned what I have learned about her. You know it was better not to question her.


    It was strange to climb the stairwell in its darkened condition; the plaster had chipped away revealing a glutted, haunting spirituality.


    Long, dark, claw-like lashes reached up the vaulted stairwell, scars from that whipping fire. A coo-coo screeched before rocketing between me and Mary. The roasted, pock-marked walls made excellent roosting places. Hundreds of ash-gray heads popped up to coo coo at us as we ascended the stairwell. Mary, always a little ahead of me, took my hand. My mind’s eye saw the masked woman who had charged down these stairs, a hammer in one hand and a crowbar in the other; I watched the vacant, bleak halls remembering the shrouded woman crashing through doors like lightning.


    As we approached my old floor, my eyes darted toward the destroyed entryway. Something about what went on in that room seemed ... uncivilized now, and I did not want her to witness it. I hoped that the fires had consumed all traces of that maddening quest. As we passed, my eyes betrayed a glance through the half-burned-down entry. Inside, it was as still as a crypt: Only head remnants remained, scattered and scorched.


    Mary did not follow my eyes to their object but met them instead—not breaking contact until we had reached the next floor.


    I told you this got strange, right? Heretofore, I had been blushing for my own past; I quickly forgot about that.


    During my great search,  I wrote to you about an incessant drilling and hammering that arose from the apartment over mine. The debris from that job littered my balcony and the street below it, adding to the sizeable pile I had begun there—eventually quadrupling it. It seems inconceivable but that was a job contracted out by my patient. And you won’t believe what she’s put together.


    On the thirty-third floor we entered the remains of apartment 33B and another world.


    Instead of opening into a living space, beyond the charred frame a dark hallway extended indefinitely. Long divots had been hewn into the narrow sides. Each recess housed a crispy carrion of one sort or another. The long slants were stacked higher than twenty feet, higher than most cathedral ceilings. But ceiling there was none. Just the blood-red sky.


    I became cautious. I watched the red sky. I did not want to discover that bodies, scorched or otherwise, had been deposited by someone throughout the upper floors. When at last I stopped to examine one cavity’s contents, the brittle remnants of shawls and dresses disintegrated between my fingers.


    At varying intervals, snug between two tomb-like resting places, a small cavity led to an octagonal cell. In one, an old, red leather book rested on a dark wooden table; a silver Buddha hung in another over twelve red votive candles.


    The dead-row ended at a metal ladder leading to a crumbling terrace. Tables set with white cloths and simple glassware greeted us—as did a man and woman dressed in black slacks. They looked oddly out of place on the partially restored rooftop. The building crumbled away around this twelve-by-twelve space which had been swept clean of debris. The long broom stood in a refuse bin left of the tables; to the right, stood a bar glistening with exotic bottles of alcohol, precariously overlooking the bronze skyline.


    The height, dizzying. Below the golden sky the purple streets were misty, dim and chased through by headlights drawing bell-shaped curves, red and yellow.


    The servers seated and placed menus before us. The only thing I wanted to examine was the surroundings. The catacombs had to be an illusion. They must be a strange sense of décor and nothing more. But my focus was split: I gazed down passed my right leg into the purpling streets.


    John, had I but tumbled from my chair I should have known what it felt like to be the desk I hurled out of my apartment window during the low point of my search. Mary sat flipping through her menu across from me and smiling when our eyes met.


    I didn't ask her about the catacombs, or whether they were hers—or whose. So far we had barely spoken three words together. Words are not the meat and potatoes of our relationship. We had not spoken those three days I nursed her to wellness. It seemed strange to start now when we were getting along so well without them. Perhaps speech is superfluous where eyes and kindred spirits share so much already.


    She did wish to communicate something to me though; her hand in guiding me here was her instrument. She sensed the top floors made me uncomfortable—yet she meant to reveal something about herself here. Perhaps it was she who had built little niches in this newly constructed labyrinth meaning to meditate in them; she had meant to pass evenings at the little wooden desk pouring over Gothic novels; perhaps the serenity radiating from this woman sprang from an inner reservoir cultivated by thousands of hours spent memorizing ancient texts.


    She smiled as my hand crossed the table to touch hers for the second time that evening. I gave it a little squeeze that said, I understand that you have had a quiet existence. I want you to know that I honor it. Again, these sentiments did not pass from my mouth, but were communicated through my eyes and hand. During Mary’s recuperation, we had conversed via the warm towel I pressed against her burnt skin, and by the quiver of her lower lip in response to it.


    I didn't ask her to marry me that evening, but I did ask her to your ball in three day’s time. I didn't tell her about the ball’s function, nor the announcement I had by now made up my mind should be made there. Nor did I let slip even the vaguest hints about the nature of the son that I intended to make with her.


    When the time comes, I know we will share the same quiet understanding on these subjects.


    John, I expect to return to my duties tomorrow. No need to stripe all of my compound’s windows and doors. My patient has recovered; I will continue to check in on her after work, not because I fear her relapse but because I dread that force you and Liberty have allied yourselves with. Even if you did tell Liberty to cut ties with her. Let’s resume trying criminals where they are apprehended and keep the Witch Warden out of the loop.


    I can’t wait to make this baby and start the spread of idealism outside our valley.


    That's it for me, John. Make sure the ball is top notch.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.14


    Mary’s Epistle to The Temperator:

  


  
    Dear Friend, Is it Possible Someone Can Be So Happy?


    I AM ENGAGED to Justin!, and it's all thanks to you. But let me start at the beginning.


    I am writing to you from the study in Liberty’s townhouse to which I returned after the evening’s festivities. She is an austere decorator: the walls are completely stripped of ornamentation. The sleek furnishings remind me of that sharp style of the eighties: Liberty has me set up in the study where the only furnishings are a perfectly-square black couch, a lamp that is little more than an inverted disk atop a six-foot shaft, and an inflatable mattress.


    We arrived late to Liberty’s lodgings. After graciously inflating my mattress, Liberty frowned one last time at the paint-smear on my right glove. She shifted her gaze deliberately to the lemon-shaped eyeholes on my left glove so I would be certain neither discrepancy had gone unnoticed. I smiled—because she really was a dear—and asked to be furnished with a quill and bit of parchment. While she makes use of the materials to correspond with your peers, I think it alarmed her that I had been granted access to Jefferson City’s Courier Service. She hesitated, looking me up and down one last time before granting my request.


    When I heard the water from her shower echo off her bathroom’s tiles, I set my quill down, sneaked into Liberty’s bedchamber, slid open her closet and peeked in at her wardrobe. The narrow walk-in closet was an armory as fierce as any executioner’s during the Spanish Inquisition. A dangling naked bulb bathed lines of perfectly pressed togas hanging precisely two inches apart. Iron helmets lined the opposite wall while purple-stained, ruinous-looking maces adorned the space above them.


    Though she does not smile much, Liberty is a gracious host. Both Justin and I have been by the same destructive fire made homeless. I am not sure if it was hers or John Locke’s idea that I should remain at Liberty’s townhouse now until I am wedded to Justin, but I get the idea that no one had to twist her arm to agree to it. The aim is to quash gossip, and so Justin will be staying just outside Jefferson City at New Monticello with Locke, his wife Emily, and their one hundred and twenty Asimo robots. I understand the wedding will be small, held at Locke’s estate, have mostly governors in attendance, and transpire later this week.


    Temperator, you are the only person from my old life that I can or care to share my news with. I have not had such an evening, nor ever felt such a calm assurance that my future shall play out like the ripples that expand unchecked when a rock is dropped in a calm lake. The light has just gone out from under Liberty’s door, and now I may recount the day’s events without the fear of interruption.


    On our old rooftop, when Axiom invited me to tonight’s ball, he said to wear something nice but was cryptic about the nature of the function. Fortunately, I had done my homework.


    Before setting up shop above Axiom’s apartment, I had discovered the advertisement for a ball to be held this very evening for the purpose of finding Axiom a life companion. I had also unearthed Axiom’s harsh rejoinder to that advertisement.


    You will remember that my False Self, Duessa, had burned all of my costumes when she incinerated Justin’s tower not a week before. Mary had been spirited away—without a penny to her name—to a quiet lakeside community where she was dressed in white sheets by a quiet, mysterious governor.


    The morning of the “dinner party,” I had been transferred to Liberty’s townhouse where I was to make myself comfortable until Liberty’s return, at which time she would help me prepare for the evening. I was contemplating what I should wear when I heard a knock at the front door. I thought it was Liberty home early from the guillotines, but peeking through the door’s spy-hole revealed a towering, dangerous looking personage carrying a black briefcase.


    I retreated to Liberty’s closet, took a mace from her wall, returned to the front door, and smiled cheerily as I let the visitor in.


    I asked how he was, full-ready to whip the mace out from behind my back if he gave the wrong answer.


    “A friend of John Locke’s.”


    “Have a seat and I’ll make tea,” I said.


    Instead of sitting down, the man followed me into the pantry. As I filled the steel pot with sink water, the man reached around my waist with both arms.


    “I beg your pardon,” I said. But the man’s movements were smooth—not the jerky movements of an abductor. And it was not duct tape or wire he reached around me, it was thin, blue measuring tape.


    While water filled the teapot, he took measurements of my girth, shoulders, arms, neck, and legs.


    “I don’t expect I’ll stay long enough for that water to boil. Can we sit in the dining room? I’d like to record the color of your features.”


    Several minutes before the tea water boiled, my guest had left as mysteriously as he had arrived muttering something to the effect that he would be back shortly with a selection of wardrobes.


    Something about the evening’s prospects both excited and terrified me. I felt ... trapped. With nothing to occupy myself except to wait for the tailor’s return. Well, I couldn't wait.


    I don't always get around by horse and carriage. I didn’t tell you earlier, Temperator, but there is one possession of my former life that the razing of the tower failed to destroy.


    Along with all of my False Selves, I had driven Duessa’s yellow Beetle up the side of Liberty Tower to be destroyed. This feat is no simple affair; it involves constructing a ramp at the base of the tower and coating it with a special adhesive. This must sound fantastic, but what is perhaps more fantastic is that, on the evening that Justin and I dined atop the ruins of Liberty Tower, I spotted Duessa’s Beetle, inviolate, just off the balcony and facing the little car lights swarming below. Please believe me. I had meant to burn it. But there it was, a helmet-like silhouette against the setting sun.


    Asking to be driven once again.


    Debris covered the trunk and roof, but the yellow, swollen hood, lights, and wheel casings gleamed like new.


    During the our meal, I swore I would sneak back afterward, open the passenger door and release the parking break.


    But the image of the car had moved me, and during my interim stay at the cliff-side cottage, I never slipped out to finish the job. This morning, while I waited for the tailor’s return, I returned to the old tower, drove my Beetle down the scorched building side, and deposited it at a location I will reveal a little later in this narrative.


    When the tailor returned, he found me relaxing with an iced tea on Liberty’s balcony overlooking the cobblestone street. He balanced six white boxes. I helped carry them into Liberty’s closet and it was strange to try on the lace gowns and silk shawls surrounded by battered iron mail, helmets and maces. He critiqued each piece, but ultimately the decision was mine, and I settled on a long and slender black gown with long gloves that zipped up past the elbow.


    Liberty’s solemn chambers were quiet for hours then. Afternoon transitioned to evening, and evening brightened into twilight. As for my part, I took my time, luxuriating in dressing myself. I settled down with some wine looking out on the terrace over the winding cobblestone road. That’s when I saw a troop of wagons, as many as a war caravan, parading around the bend. Even from the perched balcony I could easily spot their leader, the white-wigged John Locke. Axiom sat beside him in a sharp tuxedo.


    I rushed to the front porch and was inserting Liberty’s torch-patterned key into the front door when I heard someone land on the ground behind me and charge the porch.


    “Where is she!” Locke knocked the little key out of my hands and it was lost in the tulips growing beside the porch. He held me so tightly from behind I could not breathe. He turned me around and held me at arms’ length smiling ear-to-ear. “My God!,” Locke looked me up and down. “You're every bit as symmetrical as Axiom’s diagrams anticipated you would be.” Locke looked back at Axiom, “She's gorgeous! I mean—,” he grinned wildly at me, “I want to be the one that beds you and makes that super baby. But I’m not.” Justin blushed candy-apple red.


    Certainly, it was a strange complement and I was not exactly certain how to take it.


    I met Locke's wife, Emily—beautiful, but quiet in a way that made me suspect she did not speak English. Emily and I shared a horse-drawn carriage while John and Locke road in the carriage ahead of ours. You can imagine we didn't say much while Justin and John Locke—


    —and I’m crying again! With Happiness! Oh stop it, tears, and let me tell my friend, Temperator, this happy story.


    We must have made a pretty picture to dreamers gazing out of open windows that evening. The long carriages, the important personages, the glistening entourage—of which I knew not the half of their names: There was Liberty sitting sternly beside a man in a white coat—who I had never seen in person, but who I inferred was none other than my would-be murderer Doctor Spectrum.


    I looked for your face, Temperator, among the riders I did not recognize and was a little disappointed at not finding it. I guess if the restless rested they would not have need of your narcotics—but shouldn’t you take your own advice and relax from time to time? All work and no play seems as extreme a condition as any.


    I had already gotten from Justin the location for the party, and the outside was not exactly elegant. But I was assured the large marble reception area occupying the upper Center floors was beautiful and elegant. It was the large Jefferson Bank scraper. I had scoped it out earlier that morning for my own purposes.


    (In a little while you will understand exactly what those purposes were, and how their satisfaction has further aided my releasing the past and embracing the future.)


    Well, I am used to tipping back champagne flutes and dining on snails, but these luxuries are always new when experienced in fresh skin.


    I do not know at what point it became Justin and Locke’s job to introduce me to important names, but they were not long starting out on this errand that Justin first, and Locke shortly afterward, realized they did not know my last name. This resulted in a sort of panic in Justin’s face.


    Certainly, my dear Axiom must have asked himself how he could have been so silly as to omit such a natural entry point into someone’s personal life. But he had. And what's more, I had never asked him his. Names did not matter between us. Names are merely the accidents of birth.


    To be sure, the question took me back a couple of steps as well; I had no last name prepared and so did not know what name to give. You will recall how I burned all my false identities in the catacombs: Jessica, Jane, Cleopatra, etcetera. Burnt up with them, I presume, would have been my family name—which I have never known. What was my name then? The name of the woman who belonged with Axiom?, a Miss… Well, maybe I panicked too.


    When I recovered, I answered, “Mary Maidenhood.”


    The name pleased Axiom and John, for they touched their chins and nodded, as though saying to themselves, “Why, why yes. It sounds innocent enough, jingles off the tongue. Mary Maidenhood, the woman preserved for objective reason, the woman singled out as the mistress of Jefferson City.”


    Happy that I had pleased them, I let them lead me through the party introducing me as Mary Maidenhood. I met a lot of curious faces, a few of which were players in the histories of my former selves. I was a little anxious lest anyone should recognize and start calling me by one of my old names. This would ruin the idea that I was in fact Mary, a person with laser vision and singular determination.


    I avoided those circles of women who might have recognized my face but would have no idea what to call me.


    It seems ironic that Justin and Mary’s supposed first night out as a couple was spent, for the most part, separated from each other. Justin busied himself rushing between tables, speaking hurriedly, shaking dignified hands, etcetera. I was left to fend for myself. To avoid mingling with the aforementioned circles, I gravitated toward Liberty, a woman of few facial expressions.


    She seems to question my identity and has not been as enthusiastic about my dating the the Judge as Locke. Does Liberty harbor secret feelings toward him, I wonder?


    Quite suddenly, Liberty disappeared leaving me to nibble on hors d’oeuvre utterly friendless.


    The lights dimmed. The center of the ballroom darkened to pitch black; white smoke pushed out of a curtained wall. The glowing smoke curled around the giant clamshell sliding onto the dance floor. One by one, footlights flared marking off the stage.


    The cool lights suddenly bled red. A heavy drum fell hard, increasing its tempo as the shell slowly opened spewing thick red smoke. The dissipating smoke revealed a kneeling, naked woman. A glimmer of familiarity demanded closer inspection, and scrutiny revealed the woman’s identity to be none other than Liberty. Gone was her toga. She knelt, bent head masking her identity. As the drums roared, she threw back her head and slowly, imperceptibly, she rose; one arm clutched something. Her extended arm lifted a torch which suddenly ignited with brilliant flames. She raised the torch level with her waist, then navel, then neck. The drum roll beat louder until her torch blazed overhead. Her eyes shaking. Her golden hair as hard and sharp as metal coming to two dangerous points at her shoulders, like the vertexes of a triangle. Looking out among us, she began to scream. The diners looked about themselves, wide-eyed. They whispered together, uncertain whether the screaming was part of the performance.


    A man in coattails tapped the screaming woman from behind and whispered in her ear. Her scream persisted—more like the scream of a savage who holds the heart of his enemy before a host of onlookers than the carefully held note culminating an opera. The stage lights were killed, but she kept screaming in the dark. Her mic went dead. But to her credit, she could have burst an eardrum without it. Suddenly, a light fell on the pit in front of the stage where a forty-eight piece orchestra began blaring big band music.


    Justin’s arm slid between my elbow and led me toward the dance floor where other couples were merging.


    I had considered Justin’s body to be brutish—carnal even—, but when he pulled my torso toward himself and began leading me backward with long, graceful steps through the foxtrot, I sensed a kind of majesty emanating from him.


    The other dancers cleared the floor and formed a circle around us. Justin and Mary had at last entered the public scene. He dunked me to a final uproarious applause. Smiling, John touched men’s shoulders on his way toward the stage.


    When Locke took the mic, Justin became rigid.


    “Is something wrong?,” I whispered.


    “May I have everyone’s attention please,” Locke’s voice boomed over the loud speakers. From dark corners lines of servers appeared carrying trays of sparkling champagne. The accent lights dimmed and a hot searchlight was thrown on me and Justin. “Ladies and gentlemen, I want to announce for the first time this wonderful couple: Axiom, who this city knows and loves, and Mary, as lovely but until now an unknown. A tear is drawing close to my right eye. This announcement means a lot to me. I’ll be quick because my tear’s friends are lining up behind him. Axiom and Mary are engaged to be married.”


    My right hand squeezed Justin’s while my left slid behind his ear and pulled his face down into mine. We kissed to an uproarious applause.


    A jolly-faced man handed us two champagne flutes.


    “Raise your glasses,” Locke said, “to Axiom and Mary, Jefferson City’s seat of Justice.”


    My effulgent response was cut short when, once again, Justin was stolen from me by John Locke.


    The sudden surge of emotion knocked me off guard. And I realized too late that I was being encircled by a group of women who, one by one, I started recognizing from former lives.


    “Do you want to know what we've been talking about?,” the tall blonde asked.


    A taller blond behind me answered, “We think that Axiom took the two weeks off to screw you, and that now you're tired enough of each other to move on to the next step, which is marriage.”


    “Want to know what I think?,” I spat back.


    “What?”


    “I think that you are very rude ladies.”


    “What we are is accurate. What we see is like your Axiom: the truth.”


    “And why hide it? It's nothing to be ashamed of. Look at him.” We all did as prompted—except I did not whistle at him like the rest.


    Amongst a group of heroes, buckled over guffawing, Axiom did not notice.


    “What’s he like in bed?”


    “Does he read you the history of jurisprudence before making the beast with two backs with you?


    “That's awfully rude.”


    “This deal’s going to be worth a lot of money.”


    “It's a hell of a catch, sweetheart.”


    “Aren't you that girl who was sleeping with the painter?”


    “Which one?”


    “You know, Pierre Montesquieu?”


    “Yes! I remember your face now—from that series of nudes Montesquieu did on the Three Graces.”


    “I think you have me mistaken for someone else.”


    “No mistaking you, Jessica. You move quick, hun’. And trade up too—”


    “But Locke gave you another name just a moment ago when he announced your engagement—what was it?”


    “Jessica is my model name.” I took a swig of champagne. “Now if you ladies will excuse me, I’m going to visit the lady’s room.”


    •••


    THE LADY’S ROOM was covered in black granite and mirrors. My reflection showed a shaken woman. Yes, I had once gone by the name of Jessica; yes, four weeks ago, Jessica was madly in love with a French painter named Pierre. But while Jessica had been reduced to ashes at the destruction of Liberty Tower, her unfaithful lover was still at large.


    I unzipped my black glove passed my elbow and drew it off. I tore two eyeholes in its center and tied the ends behind my head. Now, after a week of faith to the promise that I would never abandon my True Self for anything, here Duessa stood, wide-eyed, staring back from the mirror. Mary was no longer inside that restroom to warn Duessa against the actions she had secretly been planning throughout the day.


    Duessa secreted herself passed several revelers, made her way down a hall of windows, and exited onto a chilly balcony. The crisp night air refreshed her spirits. Duessa pressed her car remote. Parked sideways against the building, her dark Beetle answered with flashing headlights and a loud chirp-chirp.


    Duessa hopped onto the railing and into the driver’s seat. Tightening her blindfold, she watched the street a dizzying fifty stories below. She took a breath and slammed the accelerator. The car sped down the building at surreal velocity. Her heart lifted with the death-defying plunge, and the old feelings came back.


    The streets below rushed closer. Thin, yellow road lines grew until—SLAM!—sparks, like firecrackers, shot backward when vehicle collided with ramp and her Beetle was shot out horizontally along Fifth Avenue.


    Depressing the accelerator, a smile crept over Duessa’s face while she maneuvered toward the posh part of the town.


    She could see the lights from his condominium towering over the skyline. Austere. Obscene. She shot down the winding roads, accelerated passed boarded storefronts and peddlers pushing wares. The solid, Bauhaus design of the painter’s building made for an ideal on-ramp. Three days before, Duessa had surveyed the foundation and nailed a half pipe ramp to it in case the urge for vengeance should ever well up inside Mary. Duessa had to make two passes. First, she dumped a fresh batch of green colloidal gel on the ramp. Second, she floored the accelerator rushing the face of the building full tilt.


    Beyond the windshield, the condominium grew larger and larger. To a bystander, it would look like she was about to commit vehicular suicide; but when the Beetle hit the ramp, it abruptly made the ninety-degree transition and rocketed up the building.


    The Beetle raced toward the clouds; the glow of balconies whipping by, windows rushing down like falling stars. Toward about the seventy-fifth floor, Duessa slammed off the lights, released the accelerator, and crawled up the remaining ten stories before coming to a slow stop just off the eighty-fifth floor.


    Duessa rolled down the passenger window and skulked onto Pierre’s balcony. Duessa snaked along the window, carefully looking inside for movement. Either the French painter had retired early or he was screwing a woman out of home.


    There was another aspect to the blindfold: Under Axiom’s brand of Justice nothing happened to creeps like Pierre. That justified Duessa’s presence outside Pierre’s windows tonight. While Mary was a perfect match for Justin, it seemed that Duessa was not altogether a bad match for Axiom.


    Duessa slid open the balcony door and slipped inside.


    When Duessa walked into the living room, she found herself surrounded by nudes: nudes sprawled out on a lounge sofa; nudes making a garden scene. There was one nude she was particularly fond of and it was partly the reason she was here tonight: It depicted a green woman in the middle of a garden surrounded by other naked people. That naked green person was one of Mary’s former selves. Duessa had not destroyed all the evidence of Jessica’s existence by burning her clothing.


    With more stealth than a shadow, Duessa crept toward Pierre’s chamber. She discovered the painter enfolded in sheets under his canopy bed—sans woman—breathing in slow, peaceful intervals. If he only knew the presence that had entered his bedchamber, he would not have slept so soundly.


    Duessa opened his folding closet; fine horsehair brushes lined the shelves (for prices that should’ve included the horse and rider). Duessa took his best brushes, paints, and the step ladder. Above a lounging nude’s serendipitous grin, she added a waxed mustache; she added patches of woolly fur onto the abs of a Venus. Earlier in the evening, Pierre’s room had resembled a harem, now this harem’s niche market was cosmopolitan Sasquatches.


    Duessa assembled a series of twelve life-sized nudes called “Month Cycle” around Pierre’s bed. In the morning these furry creatures would be here to damn him.


    He will wish he never wiped the seeds from his eyes.


    Duessa cleaned the brushes, tightened the caps on the paint jars, cleaned up the spills, and slipped onto the balcony. As Duessa settled behind the driver’s seat and gripped the wheel, she noticed her glove was paint-smeared—would it be noticed? Duessa removed her blindfold, and Mary slipped it back up her right arm. Would anyone notice the sleeve’s lemon-shaped eyeholes?


    By now, Mary would have been missed at the party; it could be explained away easily enough. She had gotten excited, retreated down a hallway away from the noise, found a balcony, and ventured onto it to enjoy the romantic Neoclassical skyline. And what if someone did point out the paint on—or holes in—her gloves? So she had a moment on the balcony, painted one glove and cut up the other, at worst she would be taken for an eccentric.


    An unnamed oppression lifted off Mary’s shoulders. Duessa had proved that she could not be destroyed by simply shoving her cat suit, gloves, and mask into a divot and lighting them on fire.


    Duessa could be recreated with just a spare black glove and squoval nails. She could be tucked away for safe keeping in the small confines of a lapis handbag.


    The rest of that evening—the slow dancing with Justin, the cocktails, the warm company—is a blur.


    And life is almost too perfect now. And life isn't meant to be perfect. Something almost has to go wrong.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.15


    The Temperator’s Epistle to Mary:

  


  
    I Thought We Had Settled That Matter About the Mask?


    MARY, I SHEPHERD people away from extremes, so you will understand if it is a little difficult for me to celebrate the rebirth of Duessa.


    It is well that Axiom is ignorant of my role in moderating your actions. On my wife, I used a whiffle bat. More than once, I have resorted to the elephant tranquilizer to set aright a manic citizen. You are imbalanced. The trick is how to keep you as a patient while keeping the Jeffersonians oblivious. I have a clumsy mouth, and yet I will attempt to set you aright with nothing more than a bit of ink and some dry parchment.


    What seems to be your trouble here is that Mary herself is an extreme—quiet, reserved, inactive, and dormant. No spark in her eye. No itch in her toes. Duessa, on the other hand, is a real go-getter.


    Duessa’s cocoon, spun from the rags of your former selves, was Mary’s first home. Mary hardened in the gossamer worn by Duessa as she raced the fires she set on the roof of Liberty Tower down the stairwell. Duessa, before giving up her animating spirit through ossification, fastened herself to Axiom’s back (like larva to a leaf) where Mary developed codependency. On that purple couch where the ogre laid you, Mary developed something worse; and when he peeled that hard casing back, what emerged was a woman of refined palette and no teeth.


    Axiom’s stomach is all for Mary’s civilized part; but do not forget shadow and fire. Mary is capable of being more violent than you give her credit. Call her a pacifist now and you drive shadow and violence into her subconscious to fester and mutate. One day when you’re throwing a high tea for your husband’s friends, you’ll shatter cup and saucer, pot and sugar bowl against the stone chimney. Monster Mary will flip the table and tear your life to shreds, only simmering down when I break your front door and knock the sense back into you. Meek Mary will reemerge, collapsed amidst a pile of splintered glass, torn dresses and hair. You can address your husband as sweetie or plum cake or with whatever civility you like then—the honeymoon will be over.


    Drop Duessa. Mary laid on the purple chaise quietly when Axiom peeled off Duessa’s mask the first time. Now eliminate the second mask fashioned out of your long black glove before anyone discovers it. It will not be good for your relationship with Axiom; it will not be good for Jefferson City.


    Hell, I don’t know if it’s the world that needs saving from Axiom, or Axiom who needs saving from you.


    I’m not going to do you like I did my wife. I’ve got no right. What you have to do is somehow make Mary and Duessa meet in the middle. Mary’s got to be someone objective enough to be palatable to your future husband; she’s got to be vindictive enough to swat the flies gathering around the fat of your union.


    That's about how far my pen can help you. Were I nearer, I might stick you a few times with my pen’s needle end as a warning against the emotional pain that continued polarization of the self will cause.


    I was glad to hear about your engagement. And surprised to get the note from Locke that the wedding has already been consummated. You guys don’t waste any time.


    Sorry I couldn't make either event. I have more and more patients these days, some who need a smack across the left cheek, some the right. Addiction doesn't take a break. So neither can...


    –The Temperator


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.16


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    It’s Probably Nothing


    JOHN, I'M NOT GOING to judge what I have seen this evening, but I want to share it so you can see what I’m going through. This way, should anything strange happen to Mary, you will be up to speed on the situation and ready to assist.


    I will relate this evenings doings, and if you find cause for alarm, ring the bell.


    I want to begin by saying how fulfilling it is to have a wife and to have entered the public eye at last—you have been so right. Mary’s hands push me out of morning’s door, and I feel I have the public’s hands too now, offering support. Eyes sewn shut, tongues lolling, heads are rolling down Birmingham once more. Clog, clog, clog—there they go. One, two, three. Heads ricocheting down alleyways; heads clogging the storm drains. Our energies are green—like the days when bulldozers first cleared the forests after the park rangers were murdered, when our city was new.


    Thanks for setting us up on the top floor of Jefferson Tower. Our home is with the birdies; it is a heaven to us.


    Thanks for sending your Emily to Mary to help prepare the place that, until now, I have been forbidden to see. It was good for her and gave us time to ax the city’s burgeoning miscreant population. And thank Emily again for putting me up in the modified servant’s quarters at New Monticello.


    You smiled this evening when giving me word Emily and Mary finished the place. You laughed when you said my time in limbo had ended—aren’t people wonted to occupy earthly paradises after their nuptials?


    And John, Jefferson Tower, it’s damned expensive. No shit I was surprised. But there were surprises of another sort awaiting me in my new home.


    The first time I stood at the base of iconic Jefferson Tower, the pink evening haze obscured my home on the hundredth floor. Inside the lobby, fantastic cut-glass chandeliers suspended from the forty-foot, vaulted ceilings. Beethoven’s Symphony No. 4 filled the marble elevator.


    This was another sort of elevator than the condemned monstrosity that rested in limbo between the third and fourth floors of Liberty Tower; the doors to that shaft—stuck open at each landing—had all been sealed off with yellow CAUTION tape. And these were other sorts of neighbors: investors, speculators, political refugees. Jefferson Tower was a sanctuary within a sanctuary, far removed from the failing political system and bankruptcies that plagued greater America.


    The elevator went BING and the gold doors opened on a marble landing leading to twin mahogany doors. As I approached, the deep beating of drums sounded from behind those doors. I stepped back, hesitating. Has the elevator dumped me in the Amazon? Muted screams accompanied the thumping drums. It cannot be my wife waiting behind these thick doors, I thought. Sounds more like a slew of cannibals, ready to skewer me for their spitfire.


    Couldn’t it at least be the wrong floor? Such hopes were futile. The placard numbers polished smooth upon the door read APT 100. What’s more, my gold key fit the lock snuggly.


    As I pushed open the door, green light spilled into the landing. Inside was pitch, except the green light-cone pouring through the lone window opposite the entry. Millions of particles swirled in the green beam. For the shortest moment, I thought the room was floating south; then I realized it was not the room, but the landscape beyond the great window which was moving.


    From beyond the wall, a muffled voice screamed, “Wait, wait a minute! It's not done!”


    “Honey? Is that you? Have you power over that drumming? Can’t you kill it somehow?, or the hands that beat them?”


    Two black handprints appeared outside the window over the volcanoes. They looked like giant’s hands. Then I realized that the immense volcanoes sliding into position outside the window were being pushed by the hands. Concealed by heavy curtains beside the window, a hidden door opened.


    I said to myself, Am I still in Jefferson City?


    Solidifying my discomfort, I had not imagined the sound of an unseen door sliding open; somewhere in the surrounding darkness, someone was watching me. Winking into view came a number of jewels, hot like stars. This group bending like the legs of a compass; clusters of hot constellations swirled around a pelvis, a navel, up the middle of a stomach. Another group, by relation, must have been an abdomen. Miniature constellations blooming into view became sinuous suggestions. Stones holding sun-glow enjoyed intimate communion with a female form. Then my eyes adjusted, and I saw a dark red face.


    Glowing body parts swayed to drums. I looked none too pleased as the jewel-covered dancer shimmied up to me, kissed my cheek, and waved her hips around mine.


    “Sweet pea, where did you drop your clothes?” I asked.


    She walked her long, white fingers behind my neck. She pulled my face to hers and kissed me. Her smell was Mary’s. But when we stopped for air, her red complexion and maniacal wardrobe suggested otherwise. I had the fantastic urge to retrieve my handkerchief, fasten it behind my eyes, and interrogate her.


    And yet, that evening we dined atop destroyed Liberty Tower I swore to never again question her.


    I focused on her eyes. Her hands still enjoined behind my neck, she leaned back, gazing into me as her beaded chest dropped and her tail rose. I walked toward her to ease the strain on my neck.


    “I prepared something for you,” she said.


    I saw, despite my efforts, illuminated by point lights as in a museum, cow skulls lining the walls. I thought of the catacombs she led me through before we dined on the roof of our burnt tower. Once more, Mary was leading me through a thrilling world. Now, as then, perhaps she meant to tell me something about herself. Last time, it was the fact that she had led a quiet existence, and this time…


    We passed a skull crowned with a gold tiara. I broke eye-contact long enough to discern that the skull wore a jeweled clasp and a dark robe; this bleak specter sat on a red throne crushing three skeletons beneath it.


    I pulled her close and locked lips with her. I kissed her with no exit plan; I wanted to see nothing more from which to infer nefarious conclusions about her character. I deliberately slowed my breathing. With her body against mine, with no foreign objects in view, I could pretend that hellish drumbeat was her heart. I loved that heart. And if she had ornamented herself and our home to speak some truth to me, why should I fear that truth? She compelled and I did not resist as she pulled me toward the small table by the window. Backlit by the sun, the volcanic scene cast a red light on the table spread.


    Her mischievous grin did not help matters as she walked backwards and disappeared into the darkness where I guessed was concealed the kitchen entrance. The landscape outside made me think of Pompeii. Was her message: be mindful of too much lasciviousness lest we call fire and brimstone down upon our heads?


    Doubtful.


    An animal was set before me, crouching low with feathers ruffled back as though about to pounce. I went to shield my face—the creature’s beady eyes threatened—, but I recognized the forgery and relaxed.


    “You are a taxidermist?,” I asked.


    “Bite into the flesh. Tell me how it tastes.”


    “Have you tried the animal?”


    “I picked at him while arranging his feathers. Here let me—,” Mary reached over the table, took my knife, and carved off a purple fold of meat—purple, not red. I smiled. The gritty flesh tasted like ash, but the cold, raw interior melted in my mouth.


    A swallow was all that was wanting to complete my lie. Swallow for the sake of civilization!, I thought.


    Her eyes opened, the blue around her dilating pupils stirring like a peacock’s feathers.


    Restraining my gag reflex, I made a personal discovery: at that moment neither one of us had the faintest clue what the other was thinking.


    Not wanting to insult her by avoiding the raw meat, I plucked a grape and popped it in my mouth.


    This presented the fourth awkwardness of the evening: embarrassed to spit the grape pit out, I smiled and covered my mouth with a napkin.


    Mary rose, “Let me help you.” She knelt beside me, “Open your mouth.” She felt my cheek, separated my teeth with her tongue, lassoed the pit from inside, and withdrew it. The gesture was extremely sentimental. Mary did not stop there but went to work putting grapes in her mouth, spitting seeds into her plate, and inserting the flesh into my mouth with her tongue.


    There were sexual undertones to this sport, and I took the opportunity to lift her off the ground, “Where's the bed?”


    Her head indicated certain dark corridors; chambers that I was sure would terminate in some kind of resting place, but only opened onto more rooms. More surprising than discovering that I lived in a labyrinth was the fact that the chambers had no windows. If not for faint accent lights illuminating golden idols in dark niches, I would have slammed into crooked walls. When I questioned her, she said, “Thick velvet drapes block every window, Justin. Remember the witch who troubled our solitude on the coast?”


    “I never spoke of her to you.”


    “I half remember waking paralyzed on the purple couch ... you collapsed on my stomach, and a haggard, yellow-eyed hag standing over me. It could have been a dream. But here there’s not a crack for anyone to peep through. We will share a rich variety of embraces tonight, and throughout our minds can be filled with a quiet sense of privacy.”


    My heart warmed to her, and the events that followed are happenings which should only be recounted between husband and wife. However, I will say that she is amazing in bed. It is not that portion of the evening which has me troubled.


    As I write this, Mary is collapsed in the adjoining chamber. John, provide a troubled mind some necessary analysis. I have exhausted my faculties just recounting the evening’s tale. I’m going to hit the hay and let you do the thinking. Sorry, old boy!


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.17


    John Locke’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    Don’t Blow This


    LIBERTY TELLS ME you’re trying more cases than ever. If you're a little concerned about your wife's behavior, join the club. Emily's been weirding the hell out of me since day one. I am determined I shall never understand her and I’m glad for that.


    This is a problem with spouses, not a problem with your wife. But you've given me a particular situation to analyze and so, while I am not concerned, I'll do my best to allay yours.


    Glad you like the building and elevator. Sorry if you hated the tracks your wife selected for your homecoming. Is there a particular theme song you would have preferred? Let Liberty and I know, we’ll figure a way to play your special theme whenever you enter a room. In all seriousness, Axiom, did you ever find the source of the music? Were there really drums beating from far away or from under the room?, and if the drums were real, might it not have been the neighbor playing them?—or perhaps Mary installed a home stereo system? She has been solely devoted to preparing that place for your arrival this past week. I've asked Emily and her lips are mum. Can't get a squawk out of her.


    You say she dressed provocatively? What wife will not engage in a bit of skin-show when she is at last wedded to the man she loves? Then there was the lively bird-possum who squatted on your dinner plate giving you the stink eye. You want your meat presented with fewer feathers? So tell the girl! My understanding of the situation is that your perplexity stems from this bizarre notion the two of you can communicate sans mouths.


    You are the philosopher—I don’t try to be. Yet you turn to me for advice, so indulge me: if you picture a dog, can your Mary describe the mutt as your mind frames him? Can she name its size?, color? Can she tell you whether the mutt stands in front of a lake?, or a fire hydrant?


    Or is not the kind of communication you refer to the communication between souls? The spirit is concerned with Objective Truth. Is not Objective Truth concerned with Universals, and are not Universals more categorical than specific in nature?


    Was Mary not mindreading when, sensing your uneasiness with the pit, she sprang to your mouth leading to your coupling only moments afterward?


    If any two of you three are destined to share an objective understanding—in all likeliness—it will be your wife and son. Because you’re a blockhead.


    Remember, you’ve admitted your truth is subjective, and because you are this city’s subject, it stands for truth in this city and not beyond it. That realm waits for Justin junior. As to the question of whether she is that female who can birth a perfectly objective son, let me ease your mind. You are subjective, she is objective: she has subjected you to charred meat that resembled the bird when it walked the green earth. Mary killed a foul, cooked it, seared it, stuck it on a plate, and put its feathers back on. You’re furious because Mary gave you what looked like a dead animal and not “food.” Well what was it?, a bird?, or food? And isn't the reality that the bird was both? And so in that regard was the meal not one of the most truthfully prepared you have ever partaken of?


    You don't like the fact that Mary adorned her body with glowing jewels? Well, if you don't want your wife’s body to look beautiful, next time marry the cow. It isn’t rocket science. I saw Mary and it doesn't matter what you do to that body, it's going to look great.


    Now, tell me who's trying to be the liar in this situation? What did you do with her when you had her unconscious? You wrapped her in white linen like she was your dead ancestor. Not capable of seeing her own body for anything but what it is, Mary covers it in beautiful jewels, keeping like with like objects.


    Ask yourself which of you is lying. I'm going to be like a good teacher who presents the seed but lets his pupil arrive at the proper conclusion. I am sick and tired of this. I hoped marriage would kill the renegade neural activity hijacking your common sense. You're hearing more trials and deciding more cases with more conviction than ever.


    Don’t bring marital problems birthed by your warped mind into the workplace to derail municipal work that at last stands a chance of recognition. I have it on good authority that Jefferson City wants to pay you tribute by erecting to you, out of the communal deposit, a memorial to your family: nothing less than a bronze likeness of your wife holding her naked belly; you behind her, head lowered, hands touching her shoulder and belly, and the plaque to read: The Family of Justice. How nice is that?


    Or would you have Mary’s likeness set eight feet apart from yours: Mary’s eyes still closed; Mary’s hands still feeling her rounding stomach, and your statue not behind, but several feet in front of hers; Mary’s statue positioned to catch the morning sun; yours forever cast in shadow; your hand not at Mary’s shoulder, but at your bronze chin critiquing every move she makes.


    You would wait until her womb is a home for worms before announcing the nature of your heir to this city or to her. For all you know she's already carrying him. Question her before marriage, but trust her after.


    I'm not waiting on this announcement any longer. We’ll have a Governors’ Parade. You can stand at the starting line behind me holding the big scissors, and we’ll announce to the world that Mary is going to have a super baby...


    All right. Not in front of the whole city. But as soon as I send this letter, I’m inviting every banker, lawyer, and hero to New Monticello to announce your super baby, and you are going to own it. He doesn’t just exist in the quiet recesses of your brain anymore. Keep obscene things private. Not Mary, nor the youth who will issue from your loins through her womb and unite us. You picked her because she was the best. You picked her to bring into the open this plan long shrouded in mystery. I won’t let you hide her behind velvet drapes and squander what could bring so much honor and glory to us. They will know the extent of his dominion. Sunday, at my place. Don't complain. I'm putting the invitations out as soon as I send this off—you don’t get to protest. All will be sent for in horse-drawn carriages, like Mary would want.


    And I'll tell you something else. Any wife who greets her husband wearing glowing beads—and with raw meat besides—that's a good wife. And I don't want to hear another word otherwise.


    Focus on your duties. For mine and the City’s sake, go easy on her. Give her a chance.


    Don't blow this.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.18


    Axiom’s Epistle to John Locke:

  


  
    Scheming


    JOHN, I BELIEVE I shook my head sore reading your letter saying to myself, Why yes, and Of course, and He is absolutely right! But another part of my mind was scheming the whole time. Throughout the workday I told myself you were correct, but my hand kept busy inside my big coat pocket, scratching accusations into a bit of parchment. Instead of determining the culpability of that man accused of infanticide, I found myself burrowing the mind capable of murder for the worm of evil. I framed questions to attempt to identify that worm in its nascent stages.


    Don't kill me. I am ready to agree with you. Listen again while I relate an evening’s events—then judge my suspicions, actions, and her character.


    Nerves smoldering, eager to plummet the depths of Mary’s soul, framing questions to drag her intentions out of her, I vacillated at the threshold of the opened elevator, holding the <OPEN DOORS> button, staring at my twin mahogany doors.


    Instead of the red panorama highlighting a red path toward a primordial table, the creaking mahogany doors swept open to reveal walls covered in blue and white stripes. No skeletal stag heads watched down from the walls; no volcanoes brewed miles below us; no dead empresses’ head brooded the passing centuries crowned by a diamond-studded tiara.


    The home had been stripped and refurnished in ten hours—unless I had gotten off on the wrong landing. The wall separating the entryway from the kitchen was now dominated by a grand, white fireplace, an orange armchair beside it. The clang of pots and pans rose from behind the fireplace. From around the fireplace wall, a woman leaned backwards—not quite far enough to see what, vigorously, she stirred in front of her. “Oh, hello dear. Do freshen up. Dinner will be on the table just as soon as you are stripped and into something clean-smelling.”


    I liked not…what? Mary was cooking dinner again. But then was she the same creature who yester-eve greeted me covered in glowing gems? Then, her hair had crested the small of her back, now it was cropped short, curled like two duck asses in the style of a sixties Mary Tyler Moore; then, her hair was jet black, now it was yellow; then, her skin was naked to the air, now it was hidden—except forearms and calves—by a blue checkered dress complete with white apron.


    I loosened my tie, pretty certain that I was pissed. A blue and white checkered cloth covered the table in front of the great window. Three halved lemons (and perhaps a dozen ice cubes) floated in a pitcher of tea. Today's paper lay open beside my place setting, ready to be enjoyed.


    I realized then I had no idea where our shower, clothes, or towels were. Somehow, to expect Mary should have to break our meal’s preparation to show me these things suggested I was a failure as a husband.


    John, I think I half realized then that if either of us was negligent in our spousal obligations, the offender was me. I pulled out the chair, poured myself a glass of cool tea, picked up the paper, and resolved to think better of my wife.


    Mary swung two gorgeous plates in front of herself. She kissed my forehead and set my plate down. She leaned over hers, carved the smoking meatloaf, and set a slice beside the blob of ketchup on my plate. There were also collard greens—still sizzling—and a mound of mashed potatoes drowning in brown gravy.


    “Eat the meatloaf. I believe you’ll find the internal temperature more to your palate.”


    “I will! I do!”


    “Eat it with the ketchup.”


    “I will, Mary. Mary, do you know why I married you?”


    “Because you love me—but you don’t love my meatloaf, or else why aren’t you eating it?


    “I love the meatloaf.”


    “You haven’t tasted it.”


    “I like the tea—I’ve tasted that. I only want to say something while it’s on my mind. I love the meatloaf because you made it. Same with that animal you made yesterday. We need to be doing more of this. I like talking. We haven’t been doing enough of it, and it's leading me into some confusion.”


    “What kind of confusion?”


    “Mary, you know there are certain expectations that come with marriage.”


    “Yes.”


    “And by that I mean children. In particular, a child. A son.”


    “A son would be lovely, husband.”


    “We are, a sort of American royalty, our family. We live on the hundredth floor of the most desired Tower in Jefferson City. I am the city’s only judge. The son that comes through you into the world will not be just any son.”


    Mary touched my hand, “I know, honey.”


    “Then you know how important it is that we are serious with one another. The whole world is watching. It puts pressure on us to do what otherwise might be very pleasurable. For to be done in the right way, and with the right mindset…”


    Mary’s eyes narrowed.


    “Let’s just enjoy the kill,” I said.


    After the meal, I told Mary to put her legs up by the fire and leave the dishes to me, but she kept showing up at the sink with dishes anyway. “We’re a good team,” she said.


    I turned off the faucet. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”


    She climbed on the bed, and I climbed up after her. She began undoing her blouse revealing her collar bone. I stayed her hand and reached into my pocket to retrieve the crumbled bit of parchment.


    “What’s that?”


    I met Mary’s eyes, “Something my hands can’t stop scratching at.”


    “What is it?”


    “Look straight into my eyes. Do you love me?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you love this city?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you believe we are capable of producing an objective son?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you believe that two plus two in every circumstance equals four?”


    Mary squinted, eyeing me familiarly. “Yes.”


    “Do you believe that prejudice clouds judgment and so must be never allowed a place to harbor in one’s heart?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you spent the majority of your life in meditation on reason and virtuous habit?”


    “Yes.”


    John, I took another look into her eyes and I cannot but think she is honest. My hands were crumbling the list into a ball before my mind had given them consent—I hadn’t read a quarter of the questions on that list. I threw it behind me.


    And doubt is a strange animal because my eyes have strayed there twice since I began penning this letter. And yet… I think she is honest.


    “Do you hate me, Mary?” I asked, after tossing the list by the bedpost.


    “I am startled a little.”


    “I don’t doubt you. I do this to push back any doubts that may otherwise creep into my mind. We're producing something that chance can have no power over. Offending you has not been my object tonight.”


    “I am not offended. Only—you are acting very strange.” She kissed my eyes. “What are we producing?”


    “Love. Sweet love.”


    John, as I finish this letter, my eyes have not betrayed her with a third glance at my discarded list. In the morning I will pick it up casually and toss it down some gutter on my way to work. Why risk curiosity compelling her ten fingers to un-crinkle the mess and take offense at those scribbles?


    While interrogating Mary, I had the terrible feeling that Liberty’s silhouette loomed behind her and that as she answered me, the pointed needles of Liberty’s mace descending on her mortal skull.


    But enough of these things. She is blameless. An excellent companion to me. Soon we two will share the joy of taking an infant by the hand and presenting him to the world.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.19


    John Locke’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    See, You Have Nothing to Fear


    I SHOULD CHASTISE you for chasing doubt this far—except I’m too damned pleased about the humiliation it’s brought you. It better shows Mary’s innocence that she's willing to submit to your wayward fantasies. Tell you what though, unless you want her showing up in divorce court quicker than you can say Bob's your uncle, you better start treating her with the respect suited to her character.


    You do a disrespect to the miracle that brought you together, you do a disrespect to your own opinion of her, and most importantly, you do a disrespect to what she is by questioning her.


    It is so obvious that her value is greater than what you have esteemed her to be.


    Take my advice: search this thing out no further. If you insist on finding error with her, your mind shall create delusions to satisfy you. Accept her for what she is, the state’s baby producer. I'm to go ahead and put the call out for our heroes to assemble in six night’s time at my place. There we will announce the role your son shall play in this world.


    To victory, Axiom, because we are so near to the end.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.20


    Axiom’s Letter to John Locke:

  


  
    Thanks for the Advice, But I Haven’t Taken It


    JOHN, WHEN HAVE I ever listened to you? In law school you admired my nose for evil: If I step aside from this fowl stench now—can I longer call myself the Truth-seeker?


    You pay my salary, but no one owns my mind where suspicion, like a fungus, multiplies. My wife confounds me. I think her innocent—but I will know her. We are not our parent government and should not satisfy ourselves by assigning to individuals their innocence or damnation.


    You’ll curse my unborn son, but I have taken my work home. Axiom will first determine whether his own house is free from blame before he continues to make heads role down Birmingham or Central Ave. But I'm getting ahead of myself. Let me start at the beginning.


    You remember what happened last time I put the list away; no sooner had the parchment hit the cold tile before something came alive in Mary—like a flame burning from within, animating her limbs. I feel I have seen a secret energy long since hidden from the world.


    I do not recognize the fire that I have seen within her, do not recognize the woman, have been bewildered since joining her in Jefferson Tower where she first accosted me with pieces of the sun fastened into her flesh.


    What?, do I not love Mary? I sleep with the woman every night. I'm trying to make a baby with her, for Pete’s sake. I still believe that baby can be the rock’s-drop that ripples ever outward gaining momentum and stature until, like a tidal wave, it curls forward bearing down with destructive force on this wayward world, withholding the crash at times, while at others sweeping entire colonies out to sea.


    Should I not be on guard? The cup of life is not consumed in a single swallow. She could go wild now and still give birth to a boy whose reason is immaculate. It takes a lot to change what was passed on to her by the secret mothers. What they held cupped in their hands ... has it bloomed into this creature who spends the daylight converting our dwelling into ugly versions of hell?


    Understand, John, when I tell you what I did to her, I did because I love her—and because I believe in her. Remember, I am about to give you cause to doubt me ...


    It was the third time those golden elevator doors parted revealing our twin mahogany doors.


    This time, no drums reverberated from inside.


    I smiled. I was not going to be afraid of a little strangeness in my wife.


    Green light poured through the great window. Gone was the blue and white striped wallpaper; gone the dim sun beyond the windowpane. I cursed under my breath, “Mary!”


    To hell with the transformation. I felt that if I could clasp the chameleon in my hands, a squeeze could bring the whole facade down.


    And, yes, dinner was strange. I'm not going to rehearse that spread here. Yes, Mary was strange. I think tonight she played the part of a milk-white Cleopatra.


    I suffered through the evening’s ritual then led her to bed. Once she was up in it, I told her, “Sit.”


    She did, but she did it as a cat will—playfully.


    I drew from my coat’s pocket my old blindfold. When I tied it on, her breathing became shallower; the breasts rose quicker; the lungs became less productive.


    “What are your intentions here,” I asked.


    “Is this really necessary?”


    “This does not look necessary? Mary, why do I wear this blindfold?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I don’t know you. I realized three nights ago. Not a damned clue who you are.”


    “I’m your wife.”


    “You know, Mary. I wear this blindfold when I talk to murderers before trial.”


    “Couldn’t I put on some tea water and we could chat by the coffee table?”


    “It wouldn’t do you any good. It could be the way your pinky quivers holding your teacup—do not be afraid. I am trying to understand you.”


    Mary touched my shoulders and tipped her head against my chest, “Husband, ask anything you will of me.”


    I hugged her close. This was all I wanted. To see by her voice and touch she still loved me. That love was enough to make the greatest of babies. I held her close—happy to be blindfolded.


    I kissed her forehead. I held her against my chest a little too fiercely. She only squeezed me back. And I have considered removing my eyes if it would improve my opinion of her.


    “I love you.” I untied my eyes and touched her shoulder. “Mary, if suspicion creeps back upstairs, may I dress my eyes again–so we can chat? It’s not to make an ass out of myself or to frighten you; it’s to keep me hearkening to your tooting windpipe instead of the amorphous shadows taking strange shapes behind your eyes.”


    “Well that’s a strange delusion.”


    “And not pleasant.”


    Well, I couldn’t eat that evening. In bed, I lay quietly beside her a long time. When she sleeps her eyes quiver and I have to fight my ten fingers from inching toward her throat. They seem to have their own little minds—the killers.


    John, you don't need to chastise me.


    Thanks for showing me my wrong. I’m not the objective creature I’ll father into your city. Pray I don't strangle her before that son is born. I will try to think well of her. Try to understand that I am the ship of state whose iron sides are torn wide open; water gushes over the starboard side so that I bend forward with difficulty toward your light—it is nearly eclipsed by a dark storm stirring the waves, blackening the skies; the seas swell; the boat slides towards the craggy cliff: light houses, I need them on all sides—one wrong move and this ship shall drown, or, wave-tossed, the ark shall be hailed forth from it, thrown overboard into the soapy matter where it shall remain undiscovered another thousand years.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.21


    Mary’s Epistle to the Temperator:

  


  
    Doom


    TEMPERATOR, IF I leave Mary alone with Justin much longer, I fear she will be torn to shreds.


    I did as you said, I destroyed Duessa’s vehicle for entering the world.


    From my purse, I retrieved the glove I had made two eyeholes in, set it on the balcony, emptied alcohol over it, and torched it with a cigarette lighter.


    Then I stopped holding her out of it and permitted Duessa to skulk inside of Mary’s mind. Something in Mary is eccentric—impossible to predict. An unseen hand smacks my husband’s hand away when he would be close. Last night, my husband’s eyes rolled in back of his head leaving behind two white convulsing slivers.


    He has twice interrogated me blindfolded—incidents which, on the streets, are often followed by the swing of Liberty’s mace. When he cannot see, my hands can smooth the anger from his shoulders. He relaxes into my lap. He stops throttling me with questions.


    Temperator, I have been with violent men. When Axiom sees that thing in me which is not me, that which I have created to protect Mary, my husband’s instinct is to tear it to shreds. I cannot allow the love of my life to touch the tender ear of Mary—or how can she stay loving him?


    The morning after the second interrogation, I discovered Axiom’s blindfold curled up by the bedpost like a serpent. I swiped it with the excuse that without it, perhaps my husband would lay off his interrogations. In the washing room, I let the soft band cover my eyes. A thrill made me breathless. I felt that at a touch I could shatter all the glass in the room. Then I tucked the blindfold under our mattress and resolved to keep it there: I would not permit either mine or my husband’s violence to ruin our union.


    Something that was not Mary seemed to animate my footsteps. While I pulled my tank top over my head, I thought how Axiom would be occupied in the streets another seven hours.


    I had managed to change the view from our great window by latching 24-by-24 matte paintings to a metal crane attached to the roof of Jefferson Tower. Attached to the crane’s arm, I slid these panoramas in front of the window opposite our apartment’s grand entryway. Now I opened the sliding door, walked onto the balcony, and pushed the painted scene aside: I watched the people mingling in the green gardens below. Forget delusions. The next married meal Mary shared here would be enjoyed unaccompanied by an exterior façade.


    The paintings had been a frail armor that had not protected her against the blasts launched against her heart. Now, Mary would have no need to disappear into dark corners because she had let darkness in at the backdoor.


    I smiled. But to be sure Duessa got in, I ran through the suites tearing off my clothes. In the utility room in the back of the apartment, I threw open the window. The view out the front windows of Jefferson Tower is of grand vistas and marble colonnades; the view out the utility window is the dingy alley crowded with litter. From the front windows, tenants look down on wooded trellises purpled with twining flowerers; behind the building the only green is the green fungus crawling up gutters, creeping onto rooftops, and spilling over alleyways. Out front, gorgeous swollen vehicles, like tails of garland, lace the entryway; the rust-red cars back here are hoodless skeletal frames. Something else: most of the face of Jefferson Tower is occupied by grand balconies; out back, there is a smooth, wide strip of concrete that runs from the roof to the alley below.


    I staked out the condo’s perimeter. Out back, there were few windows and much concrete. The twenty-four-foot stripe of smooth runway looked as good from down here as it had from the utility room. Many alleys converged, merged, and veered away from Jefferson Tower, but one alley presented the straight shot toward the runway that seemed capable of launching a vehicle up the building.


    That climb, of course, short from the conversion of one’s legs and arms into talons and feathered wings, would take a sort of magic. I had twelve rusted oil drums filled with the stuff hidden away beneath the Potomac Cliffs. Precariously positioned, crashing waves had knocked more than one loose; waves threw the drums against the white cliff, wrenched them open and greened the sea with noxious contents. Such incidents led to reports that Jefferson’s Capitalists were of the worst sort. (Those periodicals subsequently ceased circulation in our city.) Volunteers scouring the cliffs to reverse the disaster failed to discover my other rusted drums nestled between stone knuckles, biding their time.


    I taxied to my old lakeside home. I touched the purple chaise remembering Mary’s birth. Justin was different then. He doted.


    Still covered with fire residue, my Beetle waited in the garage. I retrieved the key from under the fender, turned over the engine, and sped on my way.


    Eleven months ago, I was in love with the Chemist. Our relationship dissolved as he began returning later from his lab. When I discovered he was cheating on me with a green, sticky substance he swore would make us wealthier than Caesar, I quietly smiled and said, “Okay, honey.”


    Well it wasn’t okay.


    I camped outside his laboratory. Two hours past midnight, the gray door at the base of the building opened and the Chemist emerged. He glanced longingly at the second-story window where his green gel was settling in for the night...


    My date with the colloidal gel began about fifteen minutes afterward. I formatted hard drives, shattered beakers; with the help of a handcart, I tossed thirteen steel drums filled with the experimental substance out of a second-story window. One by one, I mounted the hundred-pound barrels onto a handcart. The Potomac Cliffs were about a fifteen minute jog from the laboratory. It took the better part of five hours to crate the drums there and kick them over the ridge. That was the end of that relationship.


    For seven months, Duessa relied on the gel in those barrels to accomplish her vindictive tasks. Now, Mary might need the substance simply to stay alive.


    I backed up to the cliff, opened the trunk, dragged out my twenty-pound chain, kicked it over the ledge, scaled the rocky cliff, hooked the chain to a rusted oil drum, dragged myself back up the cliff, got behind the driver’s seat, and steadily punched the accelerator. The wheels spat back sand, spinning wildly to grip the coast; by degrees the steel drum climbed the Cliffside.


    I enjoyed the struggle. I felt that what had crept inside my mind was now looking out from my eyes, pulling the corners of my mouth into a taut smile.


    Because I had burned the mask, Duessa could not presently take over; but because I had let Duessa into my mind, I could harness her powers to keep Mary safe.


    I dragged the barrel through the streets, only stopping a moment to fetch Duessa’s ramp.


    I lined the ramp up with the smooth, windowless runway leading to my utility window. I let bleed the green gel all over the ramp, then stored the drum where debris would conceal it.


    I backed down the long alley giving myself a straight shot to the vertical runway leading to my utility room.


    My foot depressed the petal until it touched metal. The dilapidated buildings roared passed; the alley-bums standing by must have expected my car to explode when it collided with Jefferson Tower, but when I struck the ramp, the velocity propelled my Beetle up the side of the building, the green miracle substance acting as a non-drying adhesive between my wheels and the concrete.


    Near the eightieth floor, the balconies slowed; near the ninetieth, they verily crept passed, so that I feared the car might come to a rolling halt off some stranger’s porch. Happily, my Beetle made it to the hundredth floor; I threw the wheel over, drew an arc over my room’s window, and parked with my hood facing the alley thousands of feet below.


    I killed the engine, climbed into the back and opened the trunk; it was about a twenty-foot toss to the iron-edged roof lip. I pulled about thirty feet of chain from the trunk-crank, attached a grappling hook to the end, and tossed it over the lip. I turned the hand crank until the slack was taut. Over the next several days, the grappling hook would serve for a safety break in case the green agent wore off.


    It was nearly five o’clock. I sat in the driver’s seat watching the skyscraper shadows cover the city in darkness. I thought on the various smiles that had drawn me to them, like lures draw fish. When the fish thinks it has snagged the lure, it is the hook that snags the fish; she is then drawn at a wrenching speed toward unknown terrors.


    Suddenly, my ruminations were disturbed by a voice calling from inside the apartment, muffled by layers of concrete and dry wall. “Mary?!”


    I leapt from the passenger seat through the utility window.


    I ran through rooms pulling off my black leotard.


    “Mary!” Justin called. “Mary?, are you home?”


    As I pushed down my pant’s leg, the hem caught my toe. I hopped to keep moving toward the laundry room. I snatched a dress from the laundry, threw it on, and passed my hands through my hair. Before walking into the entryway, I slowed to a dignified pace.


    “Hi, honey.”


    Justin smiled. I kissed him.


    “How was work?”


    “Busy.”


    “Lots of cracked skulls?”


    “A few.”


    “Anyone we know?”


    Axiom looked back from the coat closet, “What do you mean, like Spectrum?, or Emily?”


    “Oh, no dear. You know, I’m just making small talk. What were the gentlemen’s names, or were they ladies?, whose heads Liberty cracked? What were their occupations? Were they of the friendly sort?, or were they simply horrible?”


    “All of the above, Mary. But I’d like to clear my head of all that—while I’m with you.”


    My questions seemed to rouse Axiom’s curiosity, so I eased off. Axiom did not give me trouble about the re-warmed leftovers. Needless to say I have not had need for my escape vehicle yet. Let’s see how long he behaves. He is asleep in the next room and I am going to join him.


    But I am beginning to realize that I will never sleep peacefully until I know that every smile that has abused me has been dealt with, one way or another.


    With Duessa loose in my mind, I feel safer. I am going to climb into bed, crawl over Justin’s body, put my lips to his ear and whisper the names of my former lovers.


    I have to whisper carefully: the right words may set Axiom on a trail ending at Liberty’s mace; however, with the wrong whispers I may incriminate myself. If Axiom suspects I have slept with any of them, I may not have time to escape out the utility window before he hurls me out of our great window toward the garden by the valet.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.22


    Mary’s Epistle to the Temperator:

  


  
    Vendetta


    THIS FORM OF VENGEANCE is frustratingly slow. Or there is nothing subtle about my husband. These past three nights I have troubled his sleep with the whispered name, Marlow—and the whispered accusation, adulterer. It is no use.


    Eager for news, I help Axiom out of his dark coat at five o’clock, casually asking him about his day. “Mmhmm,” I say, and “Oh really?, more trials? And did Liberty have to swing her mace? That’s too bad. Who were the poor creatures whose brains were bashed in this time?”


    “Why are you so interested in names?” Axiom asks. And I insist I am making small talk.


    Recall that my conscious purpose for parking the Beetle sideways just off my utility room was as an escape hatch should Axiom ever turn violent. Now, I suspect that the thinking behind this thinking was to sail down the side of Jefferson Tower as Duessa to strike the dwellings of my wronged False Selves.


    I have discovered that there are limits to my patience.


    This morning I ironed Axiom’s white blouse, ground and brewed bold coffee, talked my husband out the front door, and then threw the latch behind him.


    These past three evenings, Axiom has not interrogated me. I suspect it is because he has not been able to locate his blindfold. When he questions me about its whereabouts, I suggest it got lost in the laundry.


    Now that I had hurried Axiom out the front door, I reached under the mattress and retrieved the blindfold. In front of the bathroom mirror, I cut two diamond-shaped eyeholes into it.


    I watched with some pleasure as the blindfold concealed Mary’s eyes; the long black suit covered her skin, and the long black gloves hid Mary’s white fingers. Mary had walked into the bathroom carrying Axiom’s nonconformity, but it was Duessa who ran out of it toward the utility room, and it was Duessa who threw open the window and slipped through it into the Beetle’s cockpit. Duessa reached out the Beetle’s windows with a long brush and coated the tires with the green gel stored in the trunk. She turned the hand crank dropping the car about two feet and coating the tires in the green gel. Duessa turned the ignition and sped towards the street far below.


    When the Beetle hit the ramp, yellow sparks shot into the night sky. It was not yet dawn as the yellow Beetle careened through the deserted streets.


    •••


    BEYOND JEFFERSON CITY’S jurisdiction, on the outskirts of the Shenandoah National Park, Marlow’s body shop slumbered off of Skyline Drive. A sulky little place surrounded by dark blue mountains. Duessa pulled up with killed headlights and parked several hundred feet from the building.


    A wolf howled. Somewhere in the distance she glimpsed the gray beast’s silhouette against the full moon. Law enforcement, because of the nation’s debts, did not patrol these parts. Marauders were not uncommon here. A chill shot up Duessa’s spine and dissipated with the smile stretching across her face: Because she was herself a sort of marauder, and it was for her benefit the streets were dark, quiet, and un-policed.


    The only discomfort then, breathing in the cold, fog-thickened air, was stirred by little distant lights popping on throughout the valley as mothers woke to warm their breakfast pots and stick lamb shanks into them. An unlit sign over the garage read, MARLOW’S BODY SHOP. A billboard over the shop exploited the pun: occupying seventy-five percent of the board was Marlow’s greasy, flexed bicep.


    Duessa entered through the service entrance, which Marlow always left unlocked; this way his admirers could slip up the backstairs and between his sheets unhindered—and slip away just as soundlessly. These wives were so slippery they could slip out from and back between their husbands’ sheets before they noticed the cool, empty spaces beside them. However perfect for multiplying cuckolds, Marlow had made access to himself dangerously easy.


    The advertising campaign worked its way into the garage; converted from a run-down gym, instead of punching bags and sparring rings, swollen T-Fords and vintage Camaros darkled around the room. Mirrors covered the thirty-six-foot walls. Dumbbells and mechanized muscle machines lined the perimeter. Posters covering the mirrors showcased Marlow’s features: abs peeking from under his wife-beater, panoramas of Marlow’s white grin, Marlow peering toward his hair part—wide as a freeway. That freeway was so wide that a trucker asleep at the wheel could have navigated it. The images created the sense that this was not a garage, but the waiting room beneath a one-man male-escort service. Marlow spent more time leaned against the old T-Ford doors inhaling tobacco and taking pictures of his abs then he spent under any of his clients’ hoods. He preferred to service the women who, lured by his lurid ad campaign, had sniffed their way into his body shop, eager to chat up the owner.


    Duessa would not be the first vindictive personage under this garage: One time, in the dead of night, a man with a handlebar mustache marched between the rows of vehicles beating the butt of his shotgun against hoods on his way toward the stairwell leading to the little efficiency over the shop. Marlow left Carly in bed to deal with the midnight crises. But Carly heard the muffled accusations through the closed door.


    Accusations against Marlow’s fidelity gained credence when Carly witnessed a tall blonde schedule separate appointments for two repairs: a faulty left and a burnt-out right headlight.


    Now, the tables were turned: as Duessa ascended Marlow’s backstairs, there could be no doubt she would discover some soon-to-be-troubled mistress entwined in his sheets.


    Her feet found the less-noisome steps as she remembered—not without tenderness—Carly’s inception. Born from an interest in Marlow’s square knuckles, roughed and black, as he offered her his clipboard, she had ripped her skinny jeans near the hip to make short shorts. A new button and the pants were better than new. When she traded in her Beetle (temporarily) for a Chrysler Convertible, her transformation into Carly had been complete…


    Duessa pushed the door open to Marlow’s efficiency. Beer bottles protruded between the couch cushions. Peach panties lay at the foot of the bed. In the four-poster lay the playboy and a naked customer. Her red hair covering Marlow and half the bed made her a likely match for the blazing-red convertible downstairs.


    They whined in deep, nasally sleeps. Duessa slid open the stall door and hit the light. Naked bulbs over the mirror illuminated the tiny chamber. A folding cabinet opened to reveal shelves stocked with tin cans. The cans had no labels. They belonged in the storehouse of some World War II bunker. Duessa caressed a lid before unscrewing it. The hair gel smelled faintly of formaldehyde. She scooped the cans into her arms and scuttled them into the garage.


    Duessa popped every hood and twisted the cap off every coolant and fuel tank. She slid basins beneath the vehicles and drained their fluids.


    She stuffed big globs of hair gel into the gas tanks and refilled the emptied jars with the coolant and oil from the refuse bins. She tightened the lids on the noxious contents and wiped the canisters clean.


    Duessa restacked Marlow’s bathroom closet with the improved canisters, six deep, four wide, and three high—just as she had found them. She had set aside one tin jar for a special purpose: she opened this special jar now, scooped a third of its gel into a small bowl and discarded the remainder. She added equal parts of coolant and car wax to the gel and beat the mixture smooth with a wrench. She carefully poured the toxic mixture into the special jar, resealed it, wiped the spills, and placed it back beside the sink.


    Duessa grinned; she was imagining Marlow, eyes sticky with seeds, fumbling into this chamber. He would yawn, piss, scrub his hands, screw the cap off this tin jar, stick his three tallest fingers inside, and slick back his darling hair with the noxious substance.


    A line of pegs held the keys to the molested vehicles. One by one, Duessa turned keys in ignitions, twisting the heads so hard they split off leaving their shafts stuck in the ignition cylinders.


    Engines rumbled and gagged.


    After grooming himself and pulling up his suspenders, Marlow would be in for a surprise.


    When he saw the hacking, wheezing, rattling crew, lights blazing, like a gang of crack addicts convinced the garage doors were about to burst open announcing the start of the Grand Prix—when, like patients taken by an unknown malady, they began to putter out and die, then Marlow would begin throwing hoods open. When he withdrew an oil stick, he would discover the white slime, like fat deposits on arteries, glistening along the neck. If he still did not recognize the transparent colloidal texture—he used to sit by the sink smelling its residue on his fingers with an intensity that bordered on hysteria—he would have to recognize it by scent; that musky, anti-septic aroma was one of a kind. When he did, he would know that this vehicular genocide was no accident.


    His burning scalp would signal danger then. What had he greased his hair with this morning? By now, the antifreeze he massaged into his scalp would have fried the roots of his hair. Marlow wouldn’t dare run his fingers through it then; he’d know that if he did, he’d be pulling out the darling strands by handfuls.


    •••


    DUESSA LEFT THAT GARAGE feeling pretty darned good about herself. And as for the rest of the evening, one fire sort of led to the next.


    As Duessa drove away from that garage, she imagined that the gargling groans arose, not from beneath the vandalized hoods, but from the scores of wronged women I had authored into this world. Duessa had burned the women’s garments when she razed Liberty Tower, but many of the men who burned those women lingered in this world.


    Until now.


    Mary wanted to go back to the apartment, start a potpie for the hubby. But that wasn’t going to happen. Duessa threw the wheel over—the back tires went loose beneath her; they skid across the face of opposing traffic, spinning wildly, unable to gain traction until suddenly, like teeth in gears, they gripped the asphalt and hurtled the Beetle in the direction of Praxiteles’ mansion.


    Get ready, Temperator, for a catalogue of women authored by my mind whose short lives were so filled with cruelty that, if Carly’s history made you shed only a few tears, your sockets will be bursting shortly.


    Say on, witness, who was first to leap from my mind, hot with creative energy and eager for glory: there was Helen—her body stone-gray, star-speckled to look like crystallite; Helen, you stood glorious above a reflecting pool for thirty minutes spitting water into a fish’s gullet; the crowd encircling you stared, wide-eyed, mesmerized by the hand that could so forge the female figure. Later that week, Praxiteles (the man whose admiration the creation was designed to capture) would write in his peer-reviewed journal: “The incident that drew an audience of over four thousand around a reflecting pool outside the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts—was a stunt.”


    I can’t—I cannot rehearse the list of abuses my False Selves were subjected to now. Suffice it to say that I chased the sun all afternoon and then ... well, then a quiet voice from within whispered two words: home and potpie. Duessa yielded to Mary’s voice.


    On my return, I thought, What if Axiom is already home? If I feel guilt over leaving the home, does that make me a prisoner to it? And what would that make Axiom if he really was angry at my not being present at his return?


    As I sped up Jefferson Tower toward the hundredth floor, black, billowing chimneys rose from disparate points on the skyline where red fires blazed. Like columns in a massive cathedral, the black pillars supported a ceiling of rolling smoke. The ceiling enveloped my building at the eighty-third floor.


    I took a deep breath as smoke enveloped my Beetle. I closed my eyes, So this is how my husband spends half his waking hours. I counted off the seconds before easing the car to a stop, turning down the window, and feeling for my utility window.


    I rushed through the halls peeling the black, tight shirt from my arms, tearing off my gloves, and jumping out of my pants. Flying passed the restroom, I tore two towels from the closet, wrapped one around my breasts and another around my hair.


    When I burst into the entryway, I found my husband staring at the front door, sitting in a chair he had dragged in from the dining room.


    I smiled. “Oh, you’re already home. I couldn’t hear you come in with the water running.”


    “Was the water running just now?”


    “No, because I shut it off.”


    Justin smiled, “And did you shower before or after you tied that blindfold around your eyes?”


    I swallowed.


    Justin walked toward me, reached behind my head, untied the mask and smoothed it with his fingers. “You knew I was looking for this.”


    “I know. After I found it, I tide it around my eyes so that I couldn’t misplace it.”


    “That’s why you cut two eyeholes in it?” Justin’s eyes narrowed. He put his fingers through the holes. “These incisions were made with scissors.”


    “I can close them back with a needle—why don’t you run and get dressed? I’m just going to finish getting ready while my hair is still wet.”


    I walked passed him toward the stairwell left of the great window. About halfway to the second floor, I heard heavy footfalls behind me. When I increased my pace, those footfalls fell quicker—heavier.


    I raced through our bedroom, slammed the restroom door and turned the silver latch. Fists pounding the outside, he screamed, “Mary!, open the damned door.” The frame rattled. I sat on the tub’s lip, the door and frame shaking like tectonic plates at a fault line.


    “I waited in the entryway five minutes watching the front door; the house was dead as a tomb—not a sound from anywhere.”


    I opened the drawer, grabbed tweezers, leaned into the mirror and began pulling eye lashes.


    “Mary! Damn it. I went to our old apartment. Went to the roof—your old place of meditation. You know what I found? Gasoline cans. Emptied. Shredded. Twenty of them. I don't have proof, woman, that they were yours. But I found them in the niches you swear you used to meditate in. Bowed in dark corners with images of corpses festering between your ears does not count for meditation—that’s scheming.”


    I turned the latch and threw open the door. Like a sprinter set to explode off the starting line, Axiom seemed to have to grip the frame to keep himself from charging me.


    “Honey, I'm not scheming.”


    “And you weren’t running away from me just now?”


    “I have nothing to hide. I told you I just got out of the shower. I wanted to get in front of a mirror to comb my hair out before it dries is all.”


    “That’s why you shut the bathroom door against me? Because the wet hair you’re hiding under that head-towel needs to be brushed?”


    “Yes.”


    My husband eyed me familiarly. In a deft movement, he tore the towel from my head. My wind-blown hair cascaded down my neck bouncing off my shoulders.


    “That's a surprise. I expected you were hiding a pair of asses ears under there.”


    Hot tears clouded my vision; I pushed Axiom aside and went to my toilette off the master bedroom.


    I felt fire toward him in my chest. Tear-blind, I opened tiny jewelry drawers and mini doors feeling for my brush. I dragged the brush through my hair watching the blurred, tortured face staring back from my mirror.


    Footfalls paused in the changing room threshold. I opened a little drawer and withdrew a pearl necklace. My shaking fingers could not lock the clasp behind my neck. Stiff fingers slid around my neck, then froze. Warm breath fell against the back of my head. Stiff fingers moved beneath my hair. The necklace dropped to my clavicle; Justin had managed to lock the clasps together; big hands slid from my neck down to my shoulders, “I'm sorry.”


    I closed my eyes. Instead of screaming, I touched the hands that held my shoulders.


    After all, I had taken his blindfold—had lied about its whereabouts ... and mine. What’s more, I had sworn that I had never lied ... And perhaps Mary had not ... before her hair ratted on her.


    I am penning this letter from my dressing room as we wait for the coachman. We leave shortly for Locke’s party. Perhaps we will see you there...


    Temperator, I should never have let that woman back inside my mind. If you can lend me a useful word, lend me a few. My ears have grown accustomed to your wisdom. They twitch in anticipation of your response.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.23


    Axiom’s Epistle to John:

  


  
    What Will Become of Us?


    WHAT HAVE WE DONE? Her jaw quakes. Her eyes closed. Her breath shallow. John, I complemented her all the evening. When she sleeps, her breathing changes. Awake, she breathes from her stomach; in sleep, what little breath she has she draws from her chest; her eyes flicker as though she sees something. God knows whether the woman has blood on her hands. God knows whether she wades knee-deep in it. I have found traces.


    I didn't talk this way at the party, but humored your steadfast opinion of her. God, John, what if this night we have signed this city’s death sentence?


    Recall these last few days, my arrival at City Hall sans blindfold? I have let you compliment my dropping a bad habit. Well, I found out where my blindfold really went. I hadn’t put it away—my wife had taken it. Who knew Mary had something to hide, but when I came home after work, I found Mary masked, looking like she had danced with the devil all evening.


    That must have been about the same time you sent Clydesdales to pick us up in mediaeval carriages. Your vision for Jefferson City is purer than all of us.


    That carriage ride rejuvenated me, sitting on the leather beside Mary in her white evening gown, the intoxicating smell of fresh animals mixed with Mary’s jasmine-smelling neck. I wanted to make that baby with her. Wanted everything to be what it seemed.


    Leaves browned and died in front of our caravan, leaves falling in swaying myriads. Through the bare, crooked oak arms, dark clouds—like ink in water—obscured the stars.


    Our futures, like those heavenly bodies, were being put out. Like candles by two fingers. Her sublime profile—chin up and eyes bright like the image of our incorruptible son still guided them.


    How should he be raised, John?, to tie a blindfold around his eyes and tell lies like his parents?


    The distant whine of fire engines echoed across the smoke-darkened sky; red, raging fires lit the smoky blanket from beneath. A dark engine careened toward us, headlights apparently smashed out. In lieu of headlights, hovering about twenty feet over the hood was a lantern. Our chargers pulled their carriages in a tight, single-file line as the screams that raced toward us became unmistakably human. Holding the lantern, tied to the ladder extended at a forty-five degree angle over the hood, bound to the ladder like a mermaid gracing the bow of a ship, was a screaming woman.


    The yellow lantern passed over Mary’s closed eyes. As the woman’s cry faded into the backdrop, my fingers crawled up Mary’s neck and pulled her against my shoulder. Holding her face against my coat, we listened to the hooves paddling against the cobblestones.


    The city fires, dimmed by distance, painted the surrounding mountainsides cranberry-blue; our team of carriages poured onto a valley road. This winding countryside had not been cleared for street, house, and municipality; here, old-growth forests slept beneath a blue moon. Burning lamps lined the dipping road leaving the surrounding hills shrouded in darkness. The ghosts of old Virginia marched behind that black pine veil. They were driven from this land when the government seized it to create Shenandoah National Park; one year ago, John Locke’s new Minutemen drove that government from these lands to create Jefferson City.


    Large tracts of land were carved out for investors whose liquid funds built Jefferson City; the old country estates, forcibly abandoned generations before, had been renovated. The new plantation owners did not work the old fields or raise livestock; this land’s proximity to Jefferson City would make it, as cities went bankrupt across the nation, worth a mint. As real estate in Long Island and Palm Beach became worthless, the value of land around burgeoning Jefferson City would increase exponentially.


    Amidst the dark hills and mountains, the lights of New Monticello burning atop Flat Top Hill looked like an Indian encampment. The lanterns, like strings of pearls, traced the circling trails up the hillside. Aside the path, two Honda ASIMO robots hauling chopped logs to a red pickup stopped to eye us. Locke was known to work his robots hard—until their circuits burst. Another robot sat behind the wheel of the Ford.


    From the base of the hill, New Monticello’s twinkling windows suggested life and industry. Like specks to the eye, the silhouettes of carriages stopped momentarily before the estate to let their passengers off before rolling on.


    Ancient oaks lined the approach where lamplighters worked backward putting out lamps.


    What John Locke had planned for tonight would be carried out under a veil of darkness.


    •••


    AS I ASSISTED MARY down from the wagon, I noticed the guests crossing Locke’s porch each carried a wrapped gift. I had not thought to bring a gift. We had never brought gifts to these gatherings before.


    “How are you?” Emily said, as I leaned in to kiss her cheek. “John will be excited. He's been at the window every few minutes asking about you. Like a little kid.”


    “Is that them, Emily!” John shouted from inside.


    Emily winked. The man of the hour pushed her aside and nearly tore every ligament in my chest with a crushing bear hug. Locke held me at arm’s length before looking at my wife, “But where are my manners.” Locke kissed Mary on the lips, reached under her dress and felt her stomach, “My God, look at you—I mean, I want to be the one that tops you and turns that son out. Let's get you two inside.”


    The insides were toasty warm, filled with guests and the smell of cedar burning in each room’s white chimney. Dead dear faces, like frightened specters, watched from the pale walls.


    Many of these people were foreigners here to acquaint themselves with the life of a Jeffersonian before beginning their own experiments with our brand of government. As Jefferson City spawned satellites, each would have its own cast of heroes: someone to temper them, someone to beat them, someone to keep them free; but when my son came of age, he would be the one judge to rule them all. If the world was a glassy lake, Mary’s and mine would be the hands that dropped the pebble, the pebble would be our son, and the ripples that dilated unchecked outward would be my son’s influence on the world.


    Mary glided through the crowd kissing and pushing hands aside in the same gesture. Like a priestess, she touched the tops of heads, and they—with eyes set aglow—watched her pass down the line.


    Mary quickened her pace; still touching hands, she ceased to meet their eyes. Hers were locked on a coated man in the parlor.


    Light piano music spilled from the parlor where Mary caught up with and threw her arms around the coated man. Because I did not knock guests out of my way, it took me longer to make my way into the adjoining room.


    I stepped beside Mary, “You two know each other?”


    The man she hugged was the Temperator. He smiled and said, “Axiom?, if you’re out here among the living, who is barricaded inside your hole to watch your inanimate faces?”


    Mary touched the Temperator’s shoulder. To me she said, “This man saved my life in a back alley—not so long ago.”


    I smiled, “Did he use the baseball bat to save you from a thug, or hand you crack cocaine to save you from yourself?”


    Liberty called from behind, “So here you are, Axiom. I should have thought I’d find the two of you together. I give you credit, Mary. Since your marriage, Justin has kept my mace busy cracking skulls and liberating brains—that is, until this morning.”


    Mary screwed up her eyebrow, “What happened this morning?”


    Liberty’s face revealed no emotion. “I should be asking you, Mary; he said he was taking the time off to spend with you.”


    Mary looked at me, as did Liberty.


    To Mary she said, “So you didn’t keep him in your bedchamber?, laboring behind closed doors to create a son? The son who, according to our John Locke, will save us all?”


    “I had him dressed and out the door by six o’clock. Before most roosters are up.”


    Liberty eyed me with no emotion. “Justin?, my apologizes to your wife. Mary, if not with you, where was your husband when I stood before the home of a mother who had fed five younglings to the dumpster behind her house? With no one to judge her, I was forced to let her back into her second-story apartment where a man leaned out of a window whistling for her. Doubtless he was eager to get started on more food for the dumpster.”


    Liberty paused. “If not with you, Mary, where was Justin when he ignored my summons to meet at the textile plant which had been set ablaze? I had detained an older gentleman in whose coat pocket I discovered a box of wooden matches—enough to accuse him of arson. That’s when Justin’s courier arrived with the message that he would be taking a personal day to make a baby with you. Now we discover that Justin lied to both of us ... and while he was playing hooky, a tenth of Jefferson City has burned to the ground.”


    “That’s where I came in.” Doctor Spectrum, white suit perfectly pressed, stepped beside Liberty. “You see, Justin. You’re not the only well-dressed man who sits at the bedside of the departed. Not a few of our city’s burn victims have come to me today—some, like birthday candles with legs, ran toward my manor with their hair still blazing. Some had burns covering as much as twenty percent of their bodies. In your absence, Liberty may not have been able to smash the arsonist; but I have kept her busy enough cracking the skulls of the fire-made post-humans.


    An unfamiliar voice called out. “Is this Axiom?” Behind me stood a wild-eyed man wearing spectacles. His skin was as loose as pizza dough; his face looked like someone had grabbed that dough and pulled it behind his ears so that it peeled dangerously at his eye sockets.


    “I am Axiom.”


    The wild man took my hand. “My name is Tony Beckham. Locke said I should shadow you. Learn everything I can about the trade. Locke is acquiring neighboring Charlottesville from the State of Virginia. They want me to play the part of Justice in that city which will be modeled after this one—that is, until your son comes into this world and, from what I have heard, puts us both out of a job.”


    “Did I say that?” John Locke said as he put his arm around Tony Beckham. “Tony. Shadow Axiom as he rides his black charger through the streets—not tonight.”


    Tony smiled and left, disappointed.


    “Mary,” Locke said, “go and show your face off to the guests. Eat something—when the little urchin begins to grow in you, we want you robust. Emily, show Mary what to eat. Boys, let’s go outside for a little chat.”


    Emily put her arm around Mary and led her off.


    We put on our dark overcoats and headed out back.


    •••


    THE MOON CAST blue light across the flat hilltop. I looked back at the house and watched the colorful people through the big windows, their banter becoming quieter. Beyond a few red clay paths lay open country—open country as far as the eye could see.


    We were five dark coats breathing blue smoke; it was late fall and our hands were shoved deep in our pockets. Then the moon went black and it was full dark, stars and moon smoked out by red glowing scars in the direction of Jefferson City. Somewhere ahead of us, goats bleated. Liberty’s bare feet led her soundlessly toward the ridge. Locke, the Temperator, and I were not as cat-like; the cold-stiffened ground snapped, cracked and crunched beneath our boots.


    The bleating grew loud as we approached the crest of a hill. At the bottom lied the edge of a dark forest where dark, bent-over silhouettes grazed beneath towering pines.


    Locke watched them from above, “We’ve all done bad things. Maybe one of you killed some poor fellow for no better reason than being angry with him—I don’t know. Whatever you’ve done, make that thought present now. I want you all to be open with me, but if there is something that you have been too ashamed to put in the epistles—be mindful of it now.”


    Locke approached Liberty; she held the metal bucket that she had carried through the streets. Locke took the brush from the bucket and held it up. Locke thrust the brush forward, showering the wooly sheep with thick amber drops. The sickly sweet smell from the bucket suggested the droplets were blood.


    The Temperator went among the sheep with a thin chuck board beating their sides. As they scattered, the bleating became quieter until their forms were obscured by darkness. We watched them to the last.


    Locke took a big breath and dropped the brush in the pail. “Well, that's it.”


    •••


    CLUSTERS OF THIN, white candles illuminated the gallery. Rows of Locke’s guests leaned forward; they clustered around Mary like boys and girls at story time. Mary sat in their midst, cross-legged, holding a glass of dark wine. She spoke quietly, her listeners all bending forward with greedy ears.


    If they knew what I think I know about her, they would have disgorged her discourse.


    “... when we make love?” Mary looked at the ceiling and blushed, “How shall I explain this. I have seen two goats making love. I woke one morning to a ruckus from my pantry. I entered the kitchen to find one goat climbed on the back of another; the top goat, his hooves folded on her back, looked back at me like a man drunk at a bar, tongue wagging; his rear-end thrust up and down jamming his little member into her, and she—the poor beast—she squeezed her eyes as though undergoing colonoscopy.


    “When Justin and I make love, we don't move—neither of us. Not an inch. You all smile. How then is the miracle of union accomplished? Imagine us standing across from one another, each of us drowning in the other’s vision. The one can’t swallow the other’s eye with his own, this is our only complaint. Not moving, not rocking—as still as statues under St. David’s Basilica, Justin’s member unzips his pants, lifts my skirt, enters me, and delivers his seed. Our union is accomplished without a blemish to civility. Our son will enter the world so perfectly that I predict he shall have use for neither nanny nor clinic on his journey to manhood.”


    My fingers pressed either side of Mary’s neck until I felt her cartilage—but stopping up my wife's discourse by collapsing her vocal chords would not be subtle. I loosened my fingers and burrowed into her shoulder blades with my thumbs—where no one would see.


    The crowd's eyes met mine with wonder and ... expectation? Did they anticipate that, like two deranged circus performers with an oaken ceiling for a high top, we would perform the spectacle of conjoining right before their eyes?


    Emily’s eyes widened. She knew better—and I think she suspected the little, hidden injuries I was screwing into my wife’s shoulder blades.


    “Mary,” I said. “I think that's enough story time for today. Let's get some hors d'oeuvre and leave a little to their imaginations.”


    “But I have not finished telling about the son who I have seen, not once, spring forth from your mind and run around our chambers even as you entered me.”


    I smiled. “I don’t think Locke’s company needs to hear about those phantoms.”


    “But we do!,” Tony Beckham screamed from the crowd. “You can't stop the story now. It's just getting amazing.”


    Another voice said, “Look, Justin, you can't keep something like this secret for long—you’re meant to be an example to us.”


    “Let the girl finish her story!”


    “She’s already described,” I said, “—in quite visual terms—the whole process of our coupling. She really doesn't have much more to say.”


    “Let the woman decide if she has more details to give us.”


    “Yes, let's let Mary decide. She's telling the story, after all. And it seemed like she was just warming up.”


    “What?,” I asked. “Do you think she's a librarian and in charge of your damned story hour? This is Locke’s house and he has summoned us to hear affairs not unimportant to the continuance of civilization.”


    “I'm pretty damned sure he invited us here to speak about you two,” Tony said. “And now we’re getting it straight from the Angel’s mouth.”


    “Yes, Husband.” Mary said. “You had better let me finish. Don't get excited. I am speaking metaphorically.”


    “If I may,” a wide man said, struggling to get up from his squatted position. He adjusted his spectacles. His upturned thumbs lifted the suspenders off his shoulders. The sideburns that stretched down his jowls were so long they threatened to swallow his mouth. “Hi, everyone. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Portly William. I am here with the contingent from Charlottesville where we will be setting up a society that mirrors what you are accomplishing so brilliantly in Jefferson City; that there is Tony who will do what Axiom does for Jefferson City; this woman next to me, this is Susan. She will be our executioner. We don’t have a doctor yet to kill are babies and elders, and we have yet to find someone with the necessary qualifications to motivate our derelicts. John Locke is considering trying me as Godsayer. I do not believe you have a Godsayer in Jefferson City. My realm will be metaphysics. Locke, with your permission, I would like to demonstrate my value to a team of ruling governors by analyzing the disagreement that Axiom seems to be having with his wife.”


    Locke rubbed his chin, thoughtfully. “Go ahead.”


    “Axiom, you censor your wife perceiving her discourse offensive. But obscenities come from what is obscene. Conversely, from what is pure and good can come nothing obscene. So, you can relax around us and your wife. Mary uses her tongue to entertain Locke’s guests with speaking pictures that we would all do good to emulate.”


    Another voice said, “Let Mary finish her story! We don’t want to listen to Godsayer!”


    I challenged Portly William with a stare to let him know that if he continued to question how I handled my wife, I would kill him. “Mary’s my wife—not an entertainer. What goes on in my bedchamber is not for your amusement or instruction.”


    Locke touched my shoulder. “Steady, Justin.”


    My gaze challenged the room, and Emily addressed everyone, helpfully. “Why don’t we all help ourselves to some hors d'oeuvres before the main event?”


    One by one—with grunts of disapproval, sagging arms, and lazy legs—, the listeners dispersed.


    •••


    LOCKE STOOD BEFORE the guests waiting for the whisperers to give him their full attention. “Men are not born free. The British crown owned Washington and Jefferson. The Revolution changed nothing except that now men would be owned by Washington DC and a host of new ambiguous forces.


    “Men die paying off loans accrued for educations that were supposed to set them free. Doctors save free men from death, but who will save bankrupt men from hospital bills?


    “If you truly want to save a man’s life, then make him free to die. Because we have been so concerned with keeping men free from death, we have made them prisoners to life. Because we have worried over every American's ability to live luxuriously, we are owned by luxuries on loan to us by foreign powers.


    “In the fall, how patient is the bear who enters the dormant oak and does not emerge until it is covered in fresh green shoots? How calm is the snake who climbs into the rafters over your den to peal the skin from his face down his whole body; he slithers away transformed leaving the white coil of dead skin dangling into your room.


    “Jefferson City is as solid as a collective dream; if any of us wake prematurely, it never happened.


    “They were colossal giants competing with the stars in number and luminosity. But the backs of Americans that were the skyscrapers’ foundations, broke; floor by floor, the lights went dead. It was terrible to watch the first building shift. When the first building fell, the long, sharp head collided with the next, until, like dominoes, the lines folded quicker than the eye could trace them—first Westward from New England across the Plains, then reaching the Golden State, they wound back across the sands and dunes and up the Appalachians; they did not spare the Memorial, the Mall, the White House, or Capital.


    “I am speaking metaphorically, brothers. Without money, those gargantuan monuments have become dormant symbols of dead Powers.


    “Not all of us gave up hope. Before crawling out of the mountains to lead the Minutemen in the siege of the Shenandoah Valley, I visited Independence Hall where the Constitution was drafted. The warped oaken boards creaked beneath my boots; wind stirred through splintered window panes. The pale, shattered glass emitted a white glow throughout the dark chamber. Yellowed parchment, pushed by an invisible wind, crinkled across the boards. Carried by the wind centuries after the men who scribbled on them had departed, the scraps of paper contained the unfulfilled promises drafted by our nation’s fathers. I watched the dark doorways not for those ghosts to return, but to witness the Men and Woman who would step into that chamber and take upon themselves the mission of turning these scraps of parchment into pillars, and homes, and communion halls.


    “Temperator, you drew on years of hockey training to free yourself from an overbearing wife using a whiffle bat.


    “Liberty, you murdered your way out of a sweatshop in Shenzhen and entered the Port of Virginia standing at the head of a tanker, naked. The press called you schizophrenic, amoral, disturbed. But I had been broadcasting your story from my hilltop radio studio; you had thousands of admirers packing the ports, weeping to finally meet you. Do you remember your first words to me when at last we met face to face? Because I have not forgot them: ‘I must not be constrained by dress.’”


    Locke paused. “And now look at us.” He tipped his goblet spilling red wine onto the oak floor.


    “John, that could stain,” Emily said.


    “Axiom hid his eyes behind a blindfold. When men saw his black coat, they latched their wooden windows against him; they whispered, ‘He’s mad. Don’t let your daughters near his shadow.’”


    Locke paused to look me in the eye. “We called him the blindfolded idiot. Maybe our shame in him caused us, one by one, to go into hiding. Liberty’s torch kissed fewer skulls. Those skulls were cages to men whose eyes drove them insane with desire.


    “Our city was created to take what had gone on behind closed doors, place it on a building top, and shine a spotlight on it. Emily, hit the lights.”


    Emily went into the dark Southwest Portico and threw on a light illuminating a tall shrouded monument.


    Locke led the guests into the Southwest Portico where he stopped in front of the large tarp. “I wasn't going to reveal this, but I think we all need it. Emily, would you do the honors?”


    Emily drew off the sheet revealing a giant, bronze, blindfolded man. The statue reached forward. His grasping fingers suggested a desire to hold the whole world in his palm.


    “Jefferson City,” Locke continued, “either is or is not what it purports to be: Doctor Spectrum either can or cannot heal you; Liberty’s mace either can or cannot free you; Pursuit either can or cannot show you the way to happiness; and Axiom either is or is not insane.


    “Half of the city is on fire and, sane or not, Axiom cannot eradicate what plagues this city on his own. Like the snake in your rafters, Axiom has been peeling off his Old Self. He has put on Mary and taken off his old blindfold. Now, Axiom and Mary are pregnant ...”


    Gasps, whispers, and whistles rose from the audience.


    Locke continued, “Pregnant ... with an idea.” Locke snapped his fingers, and Emily unrolled a white scroll on the mahogany desk resting between two fireplaces. Locke sat behind the desk and drew a feathered quill from an inkwell. Locke snapped again waving for me and Mary to stand behind him. “Tonight, we sign their unborn son over to the State. What shall come cooing and drooling out of that woman’s stomach will be reason perfected. The State will own what Mary and Axiom will raise until its sixteenth birthday. At that time, their son shall inherit all judicial powers over this and any other city that we have acquired by then.


    “Like the European settlers who once stood at the bows of galleons while the fog cleared and they beheld, for the first time, the virgin shores of Virginia, we find ourselves on the threshold of a grand frontier.”


    After signing the scroll, Locke, held out the damp quill. Mary took it and scratched her name beneath his.


    The night should have been mine, Locke, yet I waited in the fray contemplating whether or not to take up the quill. Meanwhile, ranks of would-be heroes signed their names to the document.


    When at last I did sign, my name was buried among the names of followers like Tony Beckham and Portly William.


    •••


    WHILE CLYDESDALES PULLED our wagon back toward the city lights, Mary cuddled against my ribs. The city fires were quieter now, but not the fires in the men and women’s chests on leaving New Monticello.


    Mary and I were the bearers of those sparks. Mary’s head tilted into my chest; the darling hair cascading onto the bench exposed her white, soft, neck. The truth was that my coat pocket hid the blindfold Mary had cut two eyeholes in. For what purpose? For what good?


    When we returned to Jefferson Tower, the distant look in Mary’s eyes and her slightly-parted lips told the story of her debauchery. Mary’s thirst at New Monticello had been severe, and Emily had kept her glass filled with cabernet sauvignon. After everyone signed the bill, we found out what was in all those packages brought by Locke’s guests. When Locke told Mary that all the packages in front of the bronze statue were hers, she became delirious. The more highchairs, playpens, onesies, and pacifiers she tore open, the more convinced she became that she was already pregnant.


    I supported Mary across the lobby and into the elevator and had Bill see that our presents were brought upstairs.


    The party was over.


    I pressed the <100> button, wishing myself a bachelor again. Oh, that the elevator doors could have opened onto the run-down hall that led to my little apartment in Liberty Tower where, not so long ago, I embarked on an adventure to find a reasonable woman.


    Mary threw her shoes off. “I'm off to bed,” she said.


    Gold accent lights illuminated the foxy brass nudes lining the stairwell left of the great window. With measured steps, I followed my wife up those stairs. I felt the blindfold inside my coat pocket. I envisioned wrapping the fold around her neck, tightening it until the absence of blood turned her face blue. She would gasp on air attempting to articulate my name.


    At the top of the stairs, I tossed the blindfold over the landing.


    While we made love, my hands crawled toward her neck.


    When I closed my eyes, willing my arms slack, she turned my body over and took control of the love making. When she smiled, it seemed to be with the knowledge of her complete ownership of the situation.


    When she passed out, I could not follow her into dreamland.


    I lit the Lancaster lamp on my study’s mahogany desk and, with one eye on the bed, began penning this letter. I am not as confident about what we have done tonight as you, Locke.


    My mind is fecundic with images of Mary wiling her way into homes or razing them to the ground.


    Mary was with me most of the evening. But she was left to her own enterprises most of the day. We still do not know the cause of the fires that have burned down a good part of Jefferson City.


    And yet, she may still be innocent.


    But watch her breath quicken—short, cat-like. She folds her hands as though they hold within them a small mouse. Her eyes flicker; her chest lifts as though drawn by an unseen figure hidden in our bed’s rafters.


    No. Her days are spent in actions that trouble her sleep. Farewell, Locke. I will find out the constitution of her heart. I won’t speak to another soul until I am certain who she is.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.24


    Axiom’s Epistle to John:

  


  
    As I Sit Here Blindfolded


    I HAVE DRAGGED a chair into a shadowy corner of the utility room facing the alley beyond the window. I have tied the blindfold around my eyes and am listening for her approach. God help her when she comes.


    I couldn’t get to sleep last night after finishing my letter to you. I climbed in bed beside Mary and stared at the ceiling.


    Troubled by her breathing, I turned Mary’s face and looked into her closed eyes. I thought of Augustine’s question: Is it possible, my Lord, that when I sleep, I am not myself? The mask of Mary had fallen. She hardly looked human.


    Not that she looked alien, not that her skin had melted from her body: the nose, the ears, the cheekbones—they were Mary’s. It was something inexplicable. Her skin twitched from forehead to pelvis.


    I hardly know what I saw. Where, unanchored by material reality, did her mind romp?


    Mary moaned, taking the covers with her to face the large, pale moon on the horizon. My hand passed over the indention she left by rolling over. Was it two—or three degrees warmer? I felt up and down the groove; it may have been warmer where her stomach had nested, but by how many degrees? What’s more, I am no doctor, how much heat might one expect to find lingering on sheets recently pressed by a belly laboring to develop a child?


    My fingers, like scouts, combed the sheets, touched down on her back and lingered up the small of it. Like sentinels, they took the hill. Cautiously. They wandered down her sides until they could safely take hold of her naked stomach like a football. There was hardly anything to take hold of: what skin she had was firm and taut.


    Was it the few degrees warmer or cooler that would suggest an embryo developing inside? I turned her on her back. Her breath remained constant. I crawled over her and began to press, prod, and feel my way around her belly. When her eyelids quivered, I froze like a cockroach I once chased behind my silverware drawer; the more raucous I made, the more determinedly that roach stuck to the back of the drawer. It knew I would not be threatening him if I could have delivered a death blow. When the sleepy sap again seemed visibly to ooze from under her lids, I pressed my fingers beneath each rib, then lower where I suspected the egg sacks.


    Anatomy was not my best subject. And while I probed inward and down, I discovered that Mary’s eyes were wide open.


    “What the hell are you doing?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Why are you pressing on my stomach?”


    Cold heat gripped my throat.


    Mary rolled out from under me and threw the sheets over her naked breasts. “What the hell is the matter with you? You know I would screw you if you asked for it.”


    “Honey—”


    “Just—” Mary held up her hand, “—just don’t.” She felt her forehead. “Not now. I feel sick.”


    Mary went to the closet and returned with a stack of neatly pressed linins. She bent down beside the bed, unfolded the sheets and laid them on the floor three thick. She took her pillow and stuck it at the end of the bed opposite my head.


    She laid facing the moon; on the floor she was two feet closer to it.


    For a while I lay as still as death staring at the ceiling and listening. When her breathing fell into a regular pattern, I crept out of bed.


    •••


    AT THE CORNER store, I purchased FIRST RESPONSE, MISOPROSTOL, and duct tape and hurried back to Jefferson Tower.


    In the dark restroom I dampened a facecloth and filled a plastic cup with water. Mary laid peacefully in her little nest by the bed. When I knelt and pressed the moist towel against her forehead, she swatted my hand.


    “Mary,” I whispered. “Mary.”


    Her left eye opened, then narrowed.


    I pressed the cup nearer her lips. “Why don’t you sit up here. You’ve broken into a cold sweat. Your breathing was becoming loud, so I thought I’d wake you.” I touched her forehead with the back of my hand. “You’re a bit warm. I think it’s the alcohol.”


    Mary felt her forehead. She did not take her eyes off mine while taking the cup and a careful sip.


    I patted her head. “You woke me screaming, ‘Axiom!, Axiom!, get off!’ and I had thought to let you fall back asleep, but I held your hands behind your back because you were grabbing at your stomach. I didn’t want you to hurt yourself. Then you said, ‘Justin, are you trying to rape me?’ That was right before you fell off the bed. After the second time you fell off, I thought to make this bed for you on the floor instead of carrying you back into the bed. I thought we might make it through the night yet, but a deep moaning stirred me. When I peered over the bed’s lip, I saw beads of sweat breaking out on your forehead. I have been trying to cool you with this cloth, but I had to wake you to get you a drink.”


    Mary’s eyes narrowed. She gulped down the water.


    “I’ll get you another one,” I said on my way to the bathroom. When I sat beside her with the second cup, she made sure to meet my eye and watch me a while before putting the brim to her lip.


    “That’s it,” I smiled, “finish it up, there. That’s a good Mary. Thanks. I’ll take the cup and we’ll just put it here. If you get hot again, or those dreams come back, just scratch my back: I’ll go into the bathroom and refill your cup.”


    I grabbed her ears and pulled her forehead to my lips. Mary raised her eyebrows, grabbed my ears, and pulled my forehead to her lips. “You’re acting funny,” she said.


    “I think we’re through the worst of it. Why don’t you come back in bed.”


    I laid staring at the ceiling a long while before Mary, lying beside me, stirred. She crawled out of bed, her skin so tight and smooth that, like the skin of an apple, the moon reflected off of it in hot white points. She closed the bathroom door. A dim yellow light showed under the door crack. I had been in the restroom ahead of her and turned that light on; it was enough to illuminate the fruit portraitures, but not so much as to chase the sleep from her eyes. A nice light for peeing.


    The water flushed, the faucet ran and the door slid open. Then the sheet lifted off my body; she climbed in, laid along my back, reached around my chest and squeezed me to herself with wet, cold fingers. She was planting little kisses on my back as I pulled away.


    “Don’t—don’t go.”


    “I—I’ll be right back,” I said.


    I slid the bathroom door closed behind me and switched on the canister lights. The lights reflected off the crinkly plastic wrap I had duct taped to the bottom of the toilet seat. I left enough slack to form a transparent sack above the liquid in the head. Neatly trapped in this pouch, safe from the flush, was a small pool of yellow urine. I smiled, carefully collected and pinched the ends of the wrap together, and brought the warm pouch to the sink.


    Beneath the sink was the stashed duct tape, FIRST RESPONSE, and MISOPROSTOL. I broke the plastic on the FIRST RESPONSE, drew out a tan stick and carefully slid it through the gathered ends of the urine pouch. As it absorbed fluid, the stick darkened—but remained pink. Slowly, by indiscernible degrees, the stick turned blue.


    My heart went out from under me. I broke the stick and flushed the pieces down the toilet. I stashed my supplies back under the sink, washed my hands, killed the light, and crawled back into bed.


    I watched over Mary’s shoulder as the stars literally crawled across my window.


    •••


    JOHN, YOU SIGNED the edict before me. There were no provisions for reversing the clauses it contained. Last night had either made or unmade me. That all depended on whether the blindfold, the gasoline can, and last night’s bedtime story were really red herrings, making Mary look villainous when in reality she was as innocent as snow.


    When all the stars had charted their courses and the deep blue horizon began to pink, I went downstairs and phoned the front desk. “Morning, is Bill there?”


    “This is Bill.”


    “You brought the packages up from the carriage last night?”


    “They are in the hall between the elevator and your suite.”


    “Good. Can someone bring them in and set them up in my master bedroom?”


    “I’ll be right up. Someone was awfully generous with you guys.”


    I went into the kitchen to grind coffee while watching the stairs. I kept dumping the fresh grounds in big glass jars. It wasn’t until after Bill had brought all our shower gifts upstairs and I had ground a week's worth of coffee that, hair in tangles, bathrobe open, Mary finally sauntered into the kitchen, kissed me on the cheek and picked up a ceramic mug. “Morning, honey."


    "Morning, sugar."


    Mary tipped the coffee pot into her mug and realized it was empty, "Did you forget to put the water in?"


    "What?—no, I only just finished with the grounds."


    At the sink, Mary examined the three giant jars filled with fresh coffee grounds. “Are all of John’s heroes having breakfast here?”


    Mary browned toast; she set out two cups, took a peeled orange in each hand and squeezed until sap leaked between her knuckles into the glasses.


    I went upstairs, ran the water, splashed my face, raked my hair and hurried back.


    Mary sat at the table behind two steaming cups of coffee; she pushed one toward me, “John can wait five more minutes.”


    I sat across from her and sipped the coffee. It was good.


    “Did you molest me last night?” Mary asked.


    “I was feeling you, but you were sweating all over. Honey, you drank too much. It was attacking your system.”


    Mary smiled. “So you took all my clothes off, sat on top of me and were trying to, what?, pull the toxins out of me with your bare fingers?”


    I stood up taking one last sip before setting my mug beside hers. “You took your own clothes off before bed—or do you forget that as well?” I kissed her forehead and got my coat.


    “Don’t be too late tonight.”


    “Be good.”


    •••


    AT THE CONCIERGE, I left money with Bill. “Could you and your people let me know if Mary leaves the tower? I’d love the chance to sneak upstairs and surprise her by assembling those baby machines. Thanks again for bringing everything up.” I gave Bill more money and asked him if, for the next couple hours, he wouldn’t mind putting someone at each of the exits.


    Besides the main entrance, there were exits at the north and south ends of the lobby; the former led to the store rooms and service entrance, the latter led through a bar which opened onto the pools and courtyards.


    Across the street from Jefferson Tower rested a quaint little coffee shop called NE FROMAGE NE LA PLAGE. The bell rang when I opened the little shop door, and a girl greeted me from behind a black cash register. I paid for coffee and sat by the little shop window to watch Jefferson Tower’s entrance.


    Two words rattled through my mind: Mary—pregnant.


    I thought, She could still be innocent after all. My son could still be the heir to objective reason and the throne of judgeship. My fingers found the folds of the blindfold tucked in my coat pocket, sullying these thoughts. I did not dare take it out. The other coffee drinkers would eye me sideways. My fingers slipped through the eyeholes. To my pockets, the fingers would look like eye-worms. For what purpose had these slits been cut?


    I watched out the frosted glass while coffee carriers refilled my mug.


    By my fourth cup, still no dark cab had stopped by the tower’s valet; no renegade wife had, hiding behind big dark glasses, glancing guiltily behind her, entered the cab and absconded away. The sun had broken the black skyline, and I felt more awake than after a full night’s sleep. I left a tip beneath my cup and crossed Central Boulevard.


    My reflection in the gold elevator doors did not betray my eagerness as they opened on the hundredth floor.


    I opened the oak doors, “Mary!”


    No response.


    I stepped in, cautiously. From around the apartment there arose only stillness. A silent ticking from the kitchen. The red light glowing beneath the coffeepot. The pot, warm to the touch. My cup sat undisturbed where I left it—hers was not on the table. Not in the sink.


    I opened the cabinet: six cups, plus mine on the table meant hers had gone missing. She may be upstairs with it. Had she retreated upstairs to bed after all?, to sleep off the hangover?


    I took the stairs, slowly. The sheet entwined around the bedspread looked like a large serpent. The bed was empty. The bathroom was dark. Beneath the cabinet, my FIRST RESPONSE sticks and duct tape had not been disturbed. What the hell? I had kept a constant watch on the Tower entrance. She had not exited that way. And neither of Bill’s bell hoppers had seen her pass by the service exit or through the bar.


    Was she a damned fairy?


    I searched the walls for cracks, removed every mirror looking for some trap door. I found nothing. Perhaps she had no secret way out of the tower; perhaps she simply escaped to an apartment on another floor and her escapade was an affair?


    No. She was not here when I returned from work yesterday. And when I pulled a chair in front of our double doors to say hi when she opened them, somehow she appeared behind me.


    Another thought seized me. I went through the back rooms checking windows. In the utility room the window latch had been disengaged. I slid the window open and leaned out. The drop to the alley was dizzying. I reached over the ledge: the sides were perfectly smooth. I pulled my upper body outside the window and craned my neck to view the roof—not a ledge anywhere. And the height to the roof: approximately twenty feet—impossible to leap. And nothing to support oneself for the climb down.


    That’s when I saw the lines of pale-green residue leading from the base of the building passed this window, overtop of it, and back down to the alley. They looked like—but it was impossible—tire tracks.


    I could not guess what was going on. But I was no idiot. And now it was more than mere suspicion that called me to damn her: a gas can, eyeholes in my blindfold, that story at Locke’s party, an unturned latch, and now green residue. It would not have held up in court. But I meant to confront Mary with the evidence and give her the chance to defend herself. I had enough sense of what was going on not to wait by the front door.


    John, I have pulled a chair into the a dark corner of our utility room where the window latch has been disengaged. I do not know how she shall return through it; perhaps she is like the Voodoo Loogaroo who scale buildings and snatch infants from cradles to feed their blood thirst.


    I do know the time that I should expect her return: five o’clock—when the sun is low, just before I habitually return from work.


    When she returns, the elf, I will be here with the blindfold tied around my eyes. Then suspicion will be gone forever, and she will either escape her accuser scot-free or suffer the consequence of her lies.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.25


    John’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    Where the Hell Are You?


    JUSTIN? MISSED YOU at work again. I received your epistle about the trial that was to have taken place when your wife re-entered through a window of your home that you suspected her of taking flight from. That was three days ago!


    Frustrated by your absence, I came by your apartment and found two-by-fours fastened by big blunt nails barricading the entrance.


    What the hell is going on? I thought you gave over the hammer and nail after your last apartment was razed?


    As to the trial, I’d love to know how Mary did.


    Has she been damned?


    The reputation of our governors and the fate of this City are in your hands. Shall I send Liberty to your door? Did the verdict call for her club?


    No matter—I haven’t been able to locate the woman for the life of me. And it’s a problem because we are trying to smash the skulls of persons we suspect of having toasted half the City.


    Driven mad by the forces multiplying against Jefferson City, Liberty appears to have taken to the streets with her bucket of blood. Just when we think we have the fires under control, more flare up. My neoclassical layout for this City might be its undoing. Because the buildings are made of brick, and because they are so near to one another, the fires are leaping between rooftops. Because our fire departments our owned by private corporations they sabotage each other’s engines to secure a monopoly on the five hundred dollars we pay them for each rescued building.


    And I would ask for aid from the State of Virginia if it would not be admitting the failure of our enterprise. I’d rather see our entire City razed before that happens. Whatever force has aligned itself against us, it is determined to do just that.


    War has broken out. To even the odds, I have added an ambitious Scotsman I met at the party to our team. He calls himself the Jackal. With the help of the Temperator, the Jackal is sniffing out the men responsible for these fires. So far that task consists of discovering the homes that Liberty has marked with red stripes.


    It would be so much easier if Liberty would slow down and send along their addresses after she has marked them. But like I said, we can’t find her anywhere. I picture her manic—like she was the night of the ball when she came out of that clamshell screaming bloody murder—, holding her torch overhead, rushing through the streets screaming, her blood pail trailing behind her.


    Justin, we are a city of laws. You and Liberty are making it hard to operate within them. We swung by your place and found the door barricaded, but we sure could use you to keep things honest during the proceedings that take place after we burst into the marked homes.


    Until then, we are proceeding under the Temperator’s advice, which consists of staging a series of accidents and misadventures.


    Get down here quick. Time is of the essence.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.26


    The Temperator’s Epistle to Mary:

  


  
    Please Write Back If You Are Okay


    ALL WELL AT the home front, Mary? Mary, I know all is not well. Or at least may not be well. I heard tell from John that, three days ago, you were to be tried by your husband.


    These are strange times when a man’s position in the government gives him the authority to trouble his wife’s peace to the point where she feels compelled to create secret escape routes from her home.


    Mary, I am absolutely sick of going through the streets administering to hundreds of patients whose delirium seems to be the direct result of overbearing bosses, school masters, and governors.


    John has not been able to get in contact with Axiom, and the silence coming from both of you is concerning. Do try and break the silence by squeaking either, “Okay,” or “In pain,” and I will respond with the appropriate force.


    I do not share Locke’s faith in Axiom. No one is perfect, or the city would have no use of my services. When I suspected that you were authoring your own problems, I critiqued your habits so that you might resolve them. I know Axiom to be capable of tyranny. And right now I suspect that if you are depressed or worse, the cause may be Axiom. I also suspect that, if Axiom is indeed the cause of your silence, it might not matter what I say, you may be incapable of correcting yourself. In which case, if Axiom needs ... a warning, let me know. I suspect it was Axiom who barricaded your front door. It is a small obstacle. The Jackal and I have recently made a habit of breaking, entering, and overthrowing CEOs, managers, and even professors when these personages’ leadership tactics have un-tempered the minds of their subordinates.


    I don’t want to see anything happen to you. Grown kind of close over the course of our correspondence. Please drop me a line.


    –The Temperator


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.27


    John’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    You’re Missing It


    AXIOM, THIS MARKS the fourth day of your confinement.


    Don’t lie to me and tell me you didn’t hear that earth-shattering crack; that was the window of the tenant below you blasting from its casement. The screech came from the tenant—a bit flustered to find himself freefalling out of his dining room window toward the little city lights below. It was the Jackal who hurled him out of it. He is something else.


    Once Jackal has his nose bent to the ground, everyone better watch out. He led us to your neighbor’s and, sure enough, we found a red stripe over his doorway. Whoever is infiltrating our City, Liberty is painting blood stripes over their doors as fast as they are taking up residence. And they are infiltrating our City at the very highest levels! The Penthouse suite’s of CEOs, the posh townhomes of franchisees, the neoclassical mansions of university deans, have all been blood-marked.


    I expected that the sound of shattering glass, because it came from the apartment beneath yours, would have roused you from dormancy. I got to watch your neighbor, arms flailing, make that pretty fall from my seat inside the chopper I purchased to help us win the war. You must have heard the chopper’s blades; we brought the bird down so low they nearly clipped your window. Perhaps you peeked outside your drawn curtains and spied the large block letters spelling V-O-L-I-T-I-O-N across the cargo door. Pretty freaking awesome.


    Until you return, we will conduct our hunt as clumsily as possible.


    Officially, it was an accident that Jackal threw the owner of Liberty Bank, Tom Gordon, out of a very high window. I prefer accidents to overcrowding the privately owned prison that officially does not exist.


    Are you hiding because the trial did not go well for Mary? I don’t know that it matters. She’s already signed the son over to us. What’s the big deal. Sorry, it’s the excitement speaking. I know your relationship is important.


    Having a great time. My courier tells me that, because boards bar him from entering, he has been sliding the epistles beneath your front door. I want to make sure you get this, so I am going to tie this epistle to a brick and throw it through your bedroom window. Hope the shatter doesn’t give either of you a heart attack.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.28


    Axiom’s Transcript

  


  
    Recounting the Execution of His Son


    I HAVE BEEN IN THE BELLY of the whale for four days, contemplating. I sit on the floor by my bridal bed. The trial of Mary has taken place. I have kept the curtains drawn since then.


    Earlier this evening, I was only roused slightly by the sound of a chopper approaching so near to my windows that I was quite certain the pressure against them would cause their implosion. I was only slightly more roused when, shortly afterward, a brick came hurtling through one of them.


    I let the brick lie for many hours.


    But the hole caused by the brick lying amidst broken glass interrupted my solitude. Wind whistled through it, pushing the dark curtains aside, letting in lapping white light. The light revealed a bit of parchment bound to the brick by twine.


    I let it sit there.


    Violence has always been Liberty’s job. I have heard perhaps a thousand thuds and felt as many warm spatters, but to be the one swinging the gavel—takes its toll. That it could have been her white hand and not mine that was forced to act against Mary.


    The light bleeding through the brick hole had turned from white to orange before I reached for your brick.


    Your epistle has encouraged me to write a true account of my wife’s trial which transpired in my home four days ago. Publish the contents of this epistle. I have judged this city. Let the contents of this letter exculpate or damn me.


    •••


    FOUR DAYS AGO, After I discovered Mary had somehow flown the apartment using none of the building’s marked exits, I pulled a chair into a dark corner to watch the window I suspected had something to do with her disappearing act. When red sunset poured through it, I secured my blindfold. Somehow soon, I knew she would appear through that window. I feared that if she somehow appeared before I was prepared mentally, a rush of emotions may cause me to carry her overhead to the window ledge to cast her screaming to hell.


    It was past sunset when I heard the revving of an engine a mile below, followed by a faded thud, and then—impossibly—the rumble of an approaching motor. Reality had skewed making it possible for engines to travel up the sides of buildings. I breathed in, fighting the compulsion to kill what I knew would somehow soon appear in the window. The motor rushed passed the window, made an arc over it, and grumbled down the other side, stopping so near that the break light made my blindfold glow red.


    There was a pause.


    A car door opened. A metal chink sounded from the rooftop. A door closed. Another opened. The window’s frame squealed along the metal guide. A woman grunted. Feet landed on the ground in front of me.


    A woman gasped.


    “Close the window,” I said.


    Heavy breathing.


    The window screeching along its metal guide.


    “I ask you to answer me truthfully. Where have you been?”


    “Downtown, uptown, beyond the town ...”


    “What have you been doing?”


    The specter before me gulped. “Driving up the sides of buildings, leaping in and out of windows.”


    “What did you do in these buildings?”


    Another pause. “I spilled cranberry juice on a newly upholstered couch; I—smashed Waterford crystal and shaved the heads and backs of two Collies before lighting their clippings on fire.”


    I paused. “Why, did you do these things?”


    “To extract revenge.”


    “Now it all makes sense. I—about a week ago, my sleep was disturbed by you nibbling at my ear. You were whispering names. Marlow, you kept saying. And there were others, but I can’t remember. Soon afterward, when I returned from work you started questioning me about the names of men that I tried during the day. And you were especially eager about the names of men who Liberty executed. Have these men been your targets?”


    “Yes.”


    “And what did these men do to you?”


    “You were not Mary’s first lover—”


    “My forerunners were these men?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did they all act towards you in ways worthy of repudiation?”


    “Each of them by continuing to exist has kept Mary’s spirit from being at peace.”


    “And you still claim that Mary is your name?”


    “My name is Mary.”


    “And who is Mary?”


    “Someone who loves you very much.”


    My fingers, by this time, were white from squeezing the chair legs; I had to physically hold myself from flying at her. I thought, Mary, if I lose control of these fingers, you better run fast. “You shut up about that word. What turn did these men subject you to? You turn and turn—”


    “Not against you.”


    “But between loving me in the morning and evening, you spend your hours tarnishing the upholstery in ex-lovers’ habitats? Mary? You have the right not to answer, but it goes against you.”


    “They were all guilty of ... cruelty.”


    “Did you give them cause, Mary, to treat you cruelly? Did you seduce them on rooftops?, swear you were a virgin?, bookend your morning and evening spousal obligations with daytime acts of villainy?”


    “No.”


    “Or did you climb in and out of their hundredth-story windows wearing a black mask?, or drive up and down their building sides—”


    “Not before—”


    “Mary, how the hell am I supposed to believe anything you say?”


    “Justin, of course you can believe me.”


    “And do I not now stand, Mary, because I have discovered the truth about you, in the same boat as your ex-lovers? If I try to quit you, should I too expect the sound of your approaching vehicle outside my window? Should I look forward to your prancing through it wearing your little black cat mask? Should I wait for you to ruin my floors with cranberry juice? You better damn well answer me.”


    “Justin—”


    “Don’t say my name. Why did you pursue me? What do you hope to accomplish? You are categorizing your crimes as harmless—do you have any idea the repercussions your lies will have on my position?—or this city’s for that matter. Or do you know exactly what you are doing?, which would make you the worst kind of villain. Say something to defend yourself.”


    “I love you, Axiom. I am sorry I picked up your mask and ruined it for my own selfish purposes—I was ... conflicted. But I do love you. I respect you as my judge; judge me as you will, but if you suspect I am guilty of more than a little mischievousness and too much love for you, you are sorely mistaken.”


    The picture had now fully cured. I was one of a series of men who this creature had costumed herself for in order to seduce. They had all ended as the victims of various pranks—and perhaps this was mine: that I had thought I married a decent woman but really had allied myself with a window vandal ...


    No. This was no joke. She had manipulated me to believe that she could raise an unbiased son to rule Jeffersonians—and she had manipulated Locke to put that son’s powers in writing as soon as she guessed she had conceived. There was something more sinister to her yet.


    When I sprang for her, she made for the window. I grabbed her waist as she latched onto the window frame. She was a bitch to pry off. Just when I thought her fingers would snap, she threw her body in the opposite direction, toppling me backward, and bolted for the hallway.


    As she rushed through it, I caught hold of her by the hair and yanked it back, like a lion tamer’s whip.


    She screamed, clawing my face as I carried her up the stairs. I threw her on the bed, climbed on top of her and sat on her chest.


    I wound duct tape around her ankle, pulled the leg straight, and fastened the tape to the bedpost. I fastened the other ankle to the opposite post before moving to her wrists. When each limb was stretched to an opposite post, her body made a tenuous X. I did not stop there but wrestled the tape around each little finger, spreading them wide and taping them to different points around the room. When I finished, her widespread fingers looked like white, wide webs.


    Guilty, I thought. I could not stop thinking, The woman is guilty. I paced the room. From the bathroom cabinet, I retrieved the jar of MISOPROSTOL. I emptied the orange capsules into my hands and shoved them toward her mouth.


    Mary clenched her teeth. This was not going to be easy.


    I tried to grind the pills between the fine crevices in her bite—to little success. I clamped her nose and chin. Mary began violently sucking air through her teeth. With my palm I knocked her flat on the stomach—the pressure forced her mouth open.


    In the same instant, one hand holding her jawbone and the other her hair, I shoved the fistful of pills down her throat. “Swallow!”


    She shook her head.


    “Swallow!”


    One hand pressing down on her head, my palm pressing upward on her chin, I reached my fingers over her lips and pinched her nostrils. One minute passed. A second minute. Her lips struggled to open against my fingers. The battle could have been a standoff—but she closed her eyes and swallowed.


    When I released Mary, her entire body un-tensed, head falling to the side, the silver tape still pulling her in four separate directions.


    I touched the restraint at the bedpost and started peeling the tape back. I quit and went to her head. “Mary?” I said. “Are you okay?” I prodded her, but it was like attempting to provoke road kill. She seemed to have stopped breathing, and I would have mistaken her for dead if silent tears were not filling her ducts and spilling sideways down her cheek.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.29


    John’s Epistle to Axiom:

  


  
    Shadows


    KILLED HIM? WHEN we’ve been working so long to bring him into the light? What the hell for? Axiom, if there’s a problem with the wife, doesn’t mean it has to bleed into the son. He was State property. Your single-minded actions have culminated in tragedy.


    If her trial ended three days ago, what the hell have you been doing behind sealed doors since then? And you want me to publish that account of barbarism? Why?, so the Jeffersonians rise up like a red tide against their leaders? Not going to happen.


    There is something else compromising our position. We—the Temperator, Jackal and myself—have been operating under the assumption that Liberty runs ahead of us marking our enemies’ doorways. Under that assumption, I have given the Jackal and Temperator the green light to ... stumble through those homes, breaking furniture and men.


    But as for Liberty, while the Temperator is convinced she, like a manic prophet—broken high heels cast aside, blood pail trailing, torch blazing—, flies ahead of us slopping lamb’s blood over anarchists’ doorsteps, I have not discovered even her heel print near these sleeper cells to prove that she has indeed authored these death signals.


    I sent the Temperator to stake out her house but he discovered everything in perfect order—sans Liberty.


    My team cannot proceed ex-Constitutionally forever.


    I need you back and I need to confirm Liberty’s whereabouts.


    Don’t worry about what you’ve done. We won’t bring the mob into your sentencing; we’ll put it before the heroes to determine how best to punish you. Left to the people, they would not stop at lynching you, they’d hang me, draw the Temperator, and quarter Spectrum—then raze New Monticello to the ground, laughing while poor Emily screamed out the parlor window, “Don’t burn me alive!”


    Just get down here. Much of the City continues to burn despite our efforts to quash the culprits. Last chance. We are gathering this morning at Jefferson Memorial. We have been using the roof as a landing pad for our chopper. If you still feel that Jefferson City is worth fighting for, join us.


    –John Locke


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.30


    Axiom’s Epistle to John:

  


  
    Thanks for Taking Me Back


    DYING CANDLES LIT the interior of Jefferson Memorial. Stone likenesses of Moloch, Siva and Kali watched from niches around the stone monument to our Constitution’s drafter.


    On the rooftop prepped for take-off sat a large black chopper with the letters V-O-L-I-T-I-O-N scrolled across the open cargo door. The Temperator sat in the cargo over the landing skids; he cracked into a can of RED BULL.


    Locke stood before the chopper looking grave. I couldn’t look him in the eye. He touched my shoulder and said, “The edict signed five nights ago gave judicial authority to what would have come into this world through Mary’s womb. To save the city from maniacal rule, that son was murdered. There was no other way. Be that as it may, more blood will have to be spilled to atone for the city’s lost dollars and time. Let son and mother go down together.”


    “I left my wife, quite weak.” I said. “She may die without our help.”


    “That talk can wait. Quickly, get in the cargo hold. The Jackal is loose in the city and we need to move into position overhead. Our enemy is on to us. Somehow, business owners have wizened to the idea that they are being targeted by the State. Now, when the Jackal breaks into blood-striped homes, he meets resistance. You and I know that Liberty is targeting an invisible enemy that has taken the form of influential members of our community. The business owners don’t see it that way; rumor is circulating that we governors are somehow targeting business owners, managers, etcetera. It can’t help that they see our chopper near these crime scenes. To combat rumors, officially, we have announced that the Jackal is a super criminal, and so our chopper is seen in the vicinity of the Jackal’s raids because we are one step behind, trying to take him out.”


    We were not long flying over the miniature buildings—some flaming, others little mosaics of bright colors bustling with activity—before a brilliant red flare burst over the Jefferson Chronicler. The Temperator, sprawled out in the cockpit, plucked another RED BULL from the center console as he turned the chopper toward the red cloud dissipating over the small, independent press.


    From the side of the building, a black limousine came careening around the bend.


    The Temperator turned the chopper’s nose down about the same time Locke had finished securing a harness to my waist. A thick chain ran from my vest into a giant spool bolted to the hold’s floor.


    Before kicking me out of the cargo hold, Locke handed me a large burlap sack. I soared over the town feeling like Peter Pan whirling over colossal Big Ben—only I was pursuing the headlights of the dark limousine, not the second star to the right. Suddenly, from various onramps, a dozen black limos converged around my target forming a single-file line. One after the next, like a peeling line of Radio City Rocket dancers, they veered off forming a horizontal line.


    The chopper swooped ahead of the limo fleet, pulling me through the air in a wide arc. The chopper dipped low and vicious toward the careening limos hurling me toward them, burlap sack flailing behind me. As my body was whipped across the highway ahead of the limos, I emptied the sack of nails onto the road. The wind was incredible, but I kept a tight line and focused on getting all the nails out in one pass. The limos went topsy-turvy, metal sides colliding together, wheels losing traction. Complete turmoil.


    I smiled.


    The editor and chief climbed out of the twisted steal. Because I dangled seventy feet beneath the chopper, I landed before anyone else, unclipped my harness, and darted after him.


    The Temperator leapt from the chopper as soon as its skid rails touched ground.


    The chief fled down a brick alley that was bisected by a chain-linked fence; climbing frantically, the chief managed to scale half the fence before I grabbed his leg, tore him off, and beat his face into the pavement.


    So didn’t we all.


    Before now, my part had been restraint. Now, for the first time, I exercised vengeance. I beat him for making me run, full-knuckled blows to the face. Locke, I beat him for Mary, and I beat him to bring back my dead son.


    Then we held trial. Locke, Jackal, and the Temperator stood by as jurors. When the chief and his goons were found guilty, we beat them some more. Until they were raw as ground beef.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.31


    Mary’s Epistle to Justin:

  


  
    I Am Hunting


    I AM PERHAPS TOO INJURED to ever really speak to you again.


    I thought you meant to murder me with those pills. But the abuse you put me through—I am not a battered woman—I am not sure it matters.


    I would be a fool to stay after what you did. Should I jump up and down because as the sun rose on the fifth day, you had enough heart to un-tape the fingers you had individually taped and drawn to disparate points around our bedroom? I am not some damned victim who suffers from a case of Stockholm syndrome. I loved you so much when you taped my hands and feet to the sides of the bed, but hour by hour, day by day, that love drained out of me. I think by the second day I had stored up more hate for you than anyone.


    Do you think you were merciful for bringing me cold water? Let me tell you how hard it was not to spit back in your face. And believe me, I didn’t restrain myself to preserve your feelings. I did it because I saw the cruelty you were capable of. I spat up blood for hours after you shoved those pills down my throat.


    Did you think I was pregnant? I found the FIRST RESPONSE package.


    Drops are falling from these eyes, sprinkling the page. I don’t expect you to feel bad for their originator. But how about for your dead son? Justin, if your hands are guilty of that, what then?


    And yet, I lie with every letter I write. I want to say that I am sorry. I want to tell you that I did not deserve what you did to me. But I also know that, if you were driven to a state of insane madness—it was I who drove you there. I am to blame. I...


    When I woke on the fifth day, I found you nowhere in sight. Before you abandoned me, you had freed my arms and legs. I rose from the bed as cautiously as any beaten animal. Wind howling through our shattered window stirred the thick drapes permitting flashes of light into our otherwise pitch chamber.


    Wind kept banging the open bedroom door against the wall, like in a ghost house.


    When I pushed the curtain aside and saw the devastation wrought by fire, I dropped to the ground.


    So much of the city ... Justin, I fear to leave this room now. I—I don’t know what I might do. I am not sure what I have done.


    I don’t know that I want to know.


    Only ... how many died? As I pen this, watching out our study’s window, the fires, like hot points of a constellation, continue to burn. Deep, black scars tear through smoldering buildings. Black ash blots the sun.


    I need to confess to someone—I have done something.


    Justin, mixed with my hatred for you is a now-terrible love—twisted, mutilated, poisoned, and dismembered. No, what we had will continue to sicken and starve. Your coming here could not comfort me. As I listen to the sirens wail, I do not know that I deserve to be comforted.


    Justin, you have killed more than whatever might have been growing in my womb. And yet, I have done worse. I have been lying to you and myself.


    I have spilled more than cranberry juice in the homes I prowled.


    •••


    AFTER WITNESSING the destruction from our broken window, either from exhaustion or from the sight of so much devastation, I passed out. When I came to, someone was dragging me by the legs across the ground and I was too disoriented to scream. The person suddenly turned to face me: it was an old woman wearing our blindfold.


    I could not scream if I wanted to for she had found your tape and gagged me with it. She dropped my legs and fled. When I attempted pursuit, I fell forward as she had bound my ankles. The hag raced to the break in our window, which had been greatly enlarged, and leapt out.


    That is not the whole of it. When I had torn the tape from my mouth and ankles—legs screaming from disuse—, I hobbled to the window. Looking down the steep tower, I discovered many of the windows shattered, but no trace of the Old Hag.


    I was alone again, but our wooden rocker creaked back on its curved rails. Someone had pushed it in front of the bed—which was now immaculately pressed with black sheet and comforter. Immaculate ... but for a dark spot in the center of my pillow.


    I approached the bed. The dark spot was a doll made from corn husks. The doll wore a cat burglar’s suit and a tiny mask.


    Do you remember the woman who haunted our seaside cottage? I am quite certain she has returned for me. While I don’t understand why, I think she means to abduct me. She has at the least proven herself a tenacious fellow. I am looking forward to her return.


    Do you want to accompany me when I hunt this creature this coming evening?


    Whether you come or not, I will prowl rooftops tonight. And if you remain gone, I suppose our union is really over. And that is probably for the best.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.32


    Axiom’s Epistle to Mary:

  


  
    A Warning


    I PUSHED OPEN our apartment doors and found you, Mary, smiling behind a cat mask.


    “Are they behind you?,” Mary asked.


    “No.”


    “Don’t look so happy to see me.”


    “Step out here.”


    Mary peered into the hallway.


    “They aren’t behind me,” I said.


    I pointed over our doorway at the red stripe stretching across it.


    “What is it?”


    “A mark. And it wasn’t here when I left.”


    “What does it mean?”


    “That a villain lives here. One of the governors made the discovery and, as a courtesy to me, Locke said that I could be the one who takes care of it.”


    “Takes care of it?”


    “When my old apartment burned down, I had sealed myself off from the world to search for a wife. Without me, the governors had no judge to preside over arraignment or trial. They didn’t want the streets to overcrowd with criminals, so Liberty started marking criminals’ doorways with red stripes. There was an arrangement with a woman who owned a private jail in an undisclosed location in the valley. She was contracted to extract the occupants from marked homes and to hold them in her private prison until such time as hostilities should cease.”


    “Is that why you have come? To take me to jail?”


    “I went by Liberty’s townhouse before coming here—to have words with her. I found trace residue of a stripe someone had attempted to scrub off her front door.”


    “She marked her own house?”


    “I suspect someone else. It accounts for her prolonged invisibility, but raises questions about who has been running through Jefferson City with a silver pale, marking homes for the Temperator and Jackal to stage accidents inside of.”


    “Are you ... here to cause an accident?”


    “Do you have the doll?”


    “It’s on the kitchen table.”


    In the kitchen I found the cornhusk doll, complete with mini blindfold.


    In our bedroom, Mary pulled back the purple curtain leading onto the balcony, “I was about to leave without you. If you are coming, you are going to listen to me, understand?”


    On the balcony, the moon glistened off Mary’s black hair. Mary pulled out a key. Headlights twooped and flashed revealing a Beetle parked sideways off the balcony, defying gravity.


    My first thoughts on seeing the sideways car were: This is some crazy bitch I have involved myself with.


    •••


    THE CABIN SMELLED of cinnamon; the red leather reflected the glowing, red glass dials along the dash. Cool air pumped in from dark vents; we two were watchful, but comfortable. Discreet, yet relaxed.


    “Just what exactly are we looking for?” I asked.


    “Anything out of the ordinary.”


    “Is the irony of that statement lost on you?”


    “Why the hell do you think I said it?”


    We silently watched down the steep sides of Jefferson Tower.


    “Where are you from?,” Mary asked.


    “Are you being facetious?”


    Mary raised her eyebrows, “Do you know where I’m from?”


    My eyes narrowed. She had a point. How could I have been so negligent as to have failed to mention where I was born?, where I grew up? “I am a product of the Smokey Mountains. But my actual birth was in a library where I found a dusty copy of Plato’s Republic. Before that I smelled things and consumed things ... but I was not exercising my will or mind. What about you? I know you didn’t spring hot out of Liberty Tower.”


    “I have courted personalities since I can remember. Before that, vaguely, I still see lines of white cribs in a sterile environment. Clunky keys. Strict commands. Kind women wearing dark habits ... Did you see him?”


    “Who?”


    “Our son. Did you envision him marching before the city, the edict raised behind him on a shaft held by Locke; did you fancy he wore a dark coat, blue eyes blazing, your dark hair waving behind him; did you guess he would use his powers for evil?; and is that why you murdered him?”


    “Mary, I wish the world could have been a place where we could have made a decent life together. Even if away from the public eye. But Fate directed otherwise.”


    “Hold on. Look!, a hand rising over the ledge; do you see it?”


    “Someone is scaling the building.”


    “Are those arms? It is difficult to tell from this angle—no, it is definitely moving.”


    “And it is human.”


    “Is that a face? It looks like a leather mask with knife holes punctured where eyes should be.”


    “It is because no light shines on her.”


    “My God—I don’t understand what she is holding onto for support.”


    “Neither do I. Humans cannot climb the sides of buildings that way. Unless she has suction cups strapped to her hands. “


    “What are you doing?—”


    Mary lifted the break, and the car rolled forward. When Mary smiled, I sensed the darkness behind the mask. Mary flashed the high beams and revved the engine; the prowler glared at us.


    Now, scaling the side of a hundred-story building has got to be unnerving enough, but imagine rolling over the balcony of your intended prey only to find your targets absent and a car rushing down the side of the building after you.


    Mary accelerated to five, ten, twenty miles an hour. As I braced for the prowler’s face to collide with our bumper, Mary jammed the breaks. The car, miraculously, did not tumble forward but held fast to the wall.


    As the spider crawled down, Mary waited. And in her eyes I sensed pure, sadistic pleasure. When she had put a little night between us, Mary flashed the high beams and charged her, only slamming the breaks just before making the prowler a pasty on the Beetle’s bumper.


    Just when I was convinced we would smash into the pavement like a can of sardines, we collided with a ramp that spat us vertically along the back alley.


    The prowler darted onto a side street, leapt onto a crate, then ran seemingly up the sides of buildings.


    When we ran her into open courtyards, Mary gripped the wheel and grinned.


    It was uncomfortable to see how at home she was running someone down in her Beetle. Thrilled to rev the engine and ride the prowler’s heels, my wife was like a cat whose tease was to nearly knock the legs out from under the pursued, to come a hair splint from shattering her face across the windshield.


    The corridors twisted beneath high, gutted brick buildings. The space between buildings became so narrow that hot sparks shot backward where bricks clipped the Beetle’s passenger and driver’s doors, until we jolted to a halt, caught in the too-narrow alley like a vice.


    Did that stop Mary? Ha!, she popped her neck; disengaged the sunroof, climbed onto the roof, leapt to the hood and onto the pavement.


    My legs ached; my chest throbbed from dangling by that harness earlier.


    Mary’s legs exploded off the asphalt like the chamber of an automatic. Mary got so far ahead that I found myself chasing shadows, then echoes, then smells and disturbances.


    Certain I had lost her, I rounded a waste bin to discover a dark, spiderlike creature scaling a massive dam-like structure.


    A flash of lightning illuminated my wife scaling the wall, not far behind the spider. As the crackling thunder peal faded, my wall-crawler disappeared into a dark opening, perhaps a thousand feet over the alley.


    •••


    HOW COULD SO LARGE a structure deep within the city have escaped my attention for so long? The sides, upon closer examination, seemed to have been hewn from a single, monolithic rock ... The stars were obscured by the outlines of mountains beyond. Perhaps this structure had been carved out of them long ago.


    One cleft at a time, I scaled the cliff. The opening was perhaps 5-by-5 feet, perfectly smooth, and carved right into the rock. The tunnel continued onward indefinitely with intermittent black  openings.


    Hands and feet shuffling, at last I caught sight of Mary. “Mary, slow down so I can catch up.”


    After three turns, Mary stalked what at first seemed an opening out the back of this mountain-like structure. Only there were no stars in the immense space beyond—just mist. There was also a ceiling; this grand chasm, as impressive as the Continental Divide, seemed to have been constructed by man: it was perfectly smooth, like a giant auditorium. Instead of seating, its walls were crafted out of square cells adjacent and perpendicular to each other.


    White eyes glowed in the dark cells. A disk-shaped opening in the grand ceiling let in a beam of moonlight.


    “Holding cells of some kind,” I said.


    If the Witch Warden had indeed taken Liberty, I thought, we must be getting close.


    Mary lowered herself onto a two-foot-wide catwalk circuiting an endless line of cells. The cells were so dark that it was nearly impossible to discern whether they were vacant. As my eyes adjusted, behind the bars I discerned the silhouettes of men as large as ogres.


    If at one time these prisoners had acted monstrously, all the monster had been taken out of them.


    Many cells were vacant; the barred doors on others had been pushed open.


    In one cell there lay a man whose torn-open chest revealed exposed intestines. Crows stalked this cell’s perimeter; one jumped in, bit an intestine, then jumped back. The man looked like Raggedy Anne’s companion, Andy, whose stuffings had been ripped out of him.


    While we circuited the first tier, the diameter of which must have been a thousand yards, I spotted a familiar blue tapestry covering a cell door. A cold, uncomfortable chill crept down my spine. Mary was already lowering herself onto the next tier and darting toward it.


    By the time I reached the blue cloth, Mary had disappeared behind it. Magic stars zig-zagged across it. When I hid from the world in my old Tower, I had used this very piece of cloth to conceal the aberrant nature of my search.


    Inside, a lone oaken four-poster bed rested against the back wall. The tops of the rear bedposts were fashioned to look like scales. There was a rocker in the back corner. The wallpaper and decor all matched those of my current pent house.


    Mary slowly sat in the rocker holding a swaddle. She kicked back cradling the swaddle against her breast and looking into it as though it were alive.


    I approached the rocker. The cornhusk doll cradled in Mary’s arms was masked. Mary stared into the doll’s face.


    I pulled the blue spread off the bed—no sheet lay beneath it. Whoever had gone through the trouble to replicate our bedchamber had attempted no more realism than is achieved on a Hollywood set.


    I closed the blue curtain leaving Mary with the swaddled toy. From somewhere deep in the sea of honeycomb-like cells, a desperate cry rose. I thought of a giant whale in a sea that had been completely emptied of life, swimming beneath a gray sky.


    A light from the adjacent cell caught my eye. Inside were the broken arms and legs of Honda Asimo robots—there were two doorways into the next cell flanking an alcove bed; a replica of the bed found in the original Monticello.


    I passed through the doorway into the sister chamber. Ivory green maces, tunics, and crowns lined the walls. Chained to the back wall was Liberty, staring morbidly ahead of herself.


    “Liberty.”


    “Axiom, it’s about time. Get me out of here.”


    “Who did this to you?”


    “The Warden has lost her mind, if she ever was right with it.”


    “Perhaps not entirely. Did you paint a stripe over your doorway?”


    Liberty looked amazed, “No.”


    “Someone did. Any guesses?”


    Liberty looked troubled, “Not at the moment. The key hangs just outside the cell. I saw her leave it on her way out.”


    The three of us did not meet the Warden on our way out. Too bad. It would have been nice to push her to the bottom of the giant, amphitheatre-shaped structure. Listen to her scream. Count the seconds before she hit earth. Figure out just how deep those cells went.


    I followed Liberty back to the Monument that night. And it is from here that I am penning this last letter to you, Mary.


    We have made a fire right here in front of Jefferson’s statue. We stuck cans of baked beans right in the fire to warm them up. We sleep in military-green sleeping bags. With the team reunited, Locke is eager to get an early start. The camp makes it possible to just crawl out of bed and climb into V-O-L-T-I-O-N.


    I wanted to write you, Mary, to warn you. I thought about following you back to our apartment and painting over that mark above your door—but it wouldn’t be honest. I have no idea how Liberty’s doorway got marked—but your doorway, well, I doubt that mark was an accident.


    You told me yourself that you are guilty of spilling more than cranberry juice.


    During our clean up, there will come a time when we can no longer ignore your home.


    I can’t keep writing. It hurts too badly. You have been warned.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.33


    Mary’s Epistle to Justin:

  


  
    Your Record is Incomplete


    SO YOU WANT to leave off the record how after we freed Liberty—who insisted on walking home alone—and we climbed back into the Beetle, you screwed me in the back seat? Don’t tell me you didn’t feel something for me then, damn it.


    I’m back home with an ax. I am chopping up our old furniture and the shower gifts. Wait till you hear what I am doing with them.


    You thanked me for inviting you on my hunt; you said what a relief it was that you were not merely paranoid and that there really has been someone out there, stalking us.


    Congratulations. I’m glad we could allay your concerns. But don’t worry about the woman who led you into a prison and sat in a replica of our rocker holding the likeness of the son that I still do not know if I was ever pregnant with—listen to me! How the hell do you know he would have been a boy? Not delusional?! Let’s continue to un-mend the work that began with learning each other’s names in the front seat of a car parked over the rooftops by my saying that you are the essence of delusional.


    You didn’t come back to help me, John sent you because our house was marked. I bet he thought you’d kill me, too. You’d had already murdered half your family.


    That doesn’t matter. I’m glad that, now that you have freed your comrade, I can be the focal point of you and Locke’s hatred. I bet you’ve been slandering my name as you chow down on those baked beans and roasted marshmallows, bragging about how you’ll skewer me. I hope you choke on them.


    In the cabin you asked me who I was. I have answered to the best of my ability.


    Once, you looked into my eyes and saw a woman who was better than I am. Should I be damned because your belief in me stirred in me belief in myself?, or because it created a desire for the vision of myself I saw formed in your eye?, or that I have loved your mind because it was capable of that vision?


    I always created women to match men's desires. This was the first time someone created something in me. It was reciprocal. Unsaid. Understood. Where along the road we lost it, I don't know. And I am as guilty as you.


    I know you have felt what I have, which makes this hurt more. We were always better at communicating with our minds than with words. You have thrown more bitter words at me than sweet ones.


    And I want to say something for the record: if I am guilty because I signed a document testifying belief that our unborn son could transcend the mire the rest of us our stuck in, did not you, Axiom, sign the same document only hours after having accused me of having ass’s ears? Your name is not thirty names beneath mine. Are you not equally culpable?


    But lie to yourself that you didn't make love to me last night, say there's not something still between us, and conspire with John while you put on your dark coats and smoke your cigars on your way to snuff me out.


    My trial has already taken place, and I have been guilty in your mind since you started drafting those lists of accusations and reading them to me before bed.


    That is well. That is fine. I submit to this because I am done.


    I'm building a funeral pyre.


    You left me. I will be your Dido. I have smashed the rocker, the crib, the highchair, our bed—everything that was meant to have made ours a happy home. I have created a pyre with it in the entryway.


    I have brought with me five jugs filled with fuel to the top of the pyre. I have laid myself down. I have dispersed the gasoline over my body. Soaking my skin. Saturating the pyre.


    I have saved all your dark coats. I set those aside so you can continue vanquishing evil in Jefferson City.


    Justin, so far you have only murdered your son. Come back and finish what you started by killing your wife.


    You’ll find our bedchamber transformed: golden stars swirling across the walls and ceiling, bucketfuls of sand blowing across the floor. In the distance, you will see the watchtowers burning along the walls of a painted Troy. Come and discover our lives which you have plundered; this is a pile worth mourning over.


    And I will empty the last drops of gasoline upon my lips, because I want to make this easier for you.


    I pen this last letter watching the stars on our ceiling, nervous about what we have lost, scared about this final journey into an encroaching night. I will fold my hands, place them on my stomach, and listen for your approach.


    Come back, my executioner; my eyes have leaked for you but are now as dry as deserts; my heart has bled for you, that too is dried up. Come find the carcass laid upon the pyre; come back, old lover, and burn it.


    –Mary


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.34


    Axiom’s Final Testimonial


    WHAT HAVE I DONE? Mary, they have me chained to a pile of broken bricks at the top of the Memorial. My arms are stretched wide. They have ripped open my shirt and smeared honey over my chest. Black crows are gathering around me. I have been able to wrestle them off so far, but the bouts are becoming longer. More of my blood is being spilled in the process—they circle overhead; they are gathering on the roof ledge and surrounding treetops. Thousands of them. I fear I cannot hold them at bay much longer. The governors have left me with a parchment upon which I am to write a confession, damning you to save my name…


    Instead, I write to you this account of my final hours.


    It will not be worth much to you. Perhaps they wait for my confession so that I can come with them to kill you—unless they already speed toward you to execute you.


    The transcript of the trial which took place in our utility room four evenings ago has been submitted to the city records. You are charged with treason against Jefferson City.


    I don’t remember naming your actions treasonous.


    Despite a pleasant camp-side evening, John was not pleased in the morning when I told him the details about our excursion. He was happy to have Liberty back—but not happy to learn that we rescued her as a duo.


    When he clapped his hands and said, “All right, time to execute your wife,” I paused.


    “John,” I said, “what if I was wrong—or we were wrong about her, and she is yet innocent?”


    John placed his hands on my shoulders. “Axiom, no one is wholly innocent.”


    “But couldn’t we let her flee?”


    “Axiom, consider what you say. What did your son do—who was State property? Nothing, you killed him because you feared the crimes he was capable of committing. What has Mary done? You destroyed State property; she would have used that property to destroy the State. Does the public know that? Think about the consequences before you defend her. Any attempt made to exculpate you from public censure will prove futile without dispatching the actual perpetrator.”


    “Then don’t expunge me. Blame me—I have lived with their censure before.”


    “But Volition cannot. We will go easy on you—but things must go severely with her.”


    “I won’t let that happen.”


    “Axiom,” Locke clenched his teeth and forced a smile. “I have driven you to the cliff—only you can jump off. You would save Mary and lose the city, forgetting that Mary has been a ploy to improve our reputation with the city? Should we lose the thing that was going to improve this city's reputation?, or should we lose the city? You think in abstract thoughts. Brother, this is hardly abstract.”


    “A ploy?”


    “I've been fighting with you since instating you as high judge—you make a choice now. Stand with Mary, or stand with me.”


    “I won’t let you kill her.”


    Locke smiled, “Your tenure as city judge has perhaps been the greatest thing that has happened to Jefferson City. Destroying you will be the next necessary and best thing. Liberty!,” Locke held out his palm. “Bring the chain. Listen to me, Axiom. We have the transcript—we need no judge, even if one is provided for in our city’s Constitution. This one is ex-Constitutional. Let Liberty, Spectrum, Jackal, and the Temperator bare witness. Bind his arms and legs.”


    “Listen to yourself, John. What will be worth salvaging if we are not true to our principles? Mary’s signature on the edict was ill advised—but certainly that spilled ink does not merit spilling her life’s blood. I am the only one who has spilled blood—even if Doctor Spectrum says it was slime: Take me and let Mary live.”


    When the Jackal and the Temperator finished chaining me to a pile of bricks, Locke stood over me.


    “I don’t believe in self sacrifice. Your death won’t mitigate her punishment. You grossly exaggerate your crime. You question Spectrum’s logic. You've become a tyrant in your own right. Your brand of justice would see our city burn. You call your love Platonic—it is self love—always has been. You’re in love with your own damned mind. It’s bullshit. Now we're having the time of our lives and you'd grab our helicopter by the nose and bludgeon it to the ground. I can't let it happen. You are imbalanced. Temperator!”


    The Temperator stepped beside Locke.


    “Our friend reeks of excess. What can you do for him?”


    The Temperator smiled, “Axiom, this diagnosis has been a long time coming.”


    When the Temperator opened his coat, beside the usual vials and capsules, I saw long crimson vials and a purple-stained cheese cloth.


    My eyes met the Temperator’s. “Temperator, have your powers become so frail that you now resort to marking your patients’ doorways with blood so that the old hag will spirit them out of your hands?”


    Locke eyed the Temperator momentarily. The Temperator smiled and handed a golden vial to Locke. Locke screwed open the vial and put his nose near it. “Honey?”


    The Temperator shrugged, “I fear it is the man’s intestines that are imbalanced—so much so that they can only be purged if attacked directly.”


    Locke smiled, “It is just and right.”


    Temperator knelt beside me and tore open my dress shirt. He twisted open the golden tube, stuck three fingers inside, and pasted the sticky substance across my bare chest. Locke smiled and watched the crows already circling overhead. “Your insides will be a meal for crows. Once their beaks catch your sticky flesh, they will have you open and gorge themselves on your intestines. Perhaps where alcohol, reason, and a wife have failed, the crows will at last succeed.”


    John smiled down on me. “You have squandered what should have been the people’s. Tell me again the ideals I have not been true too? Look at that chopper: I crush civil disobedience by vesting unpopular government policies in super men—not by changing those policies. You, on your quest to dig up dead manuscripts, in digging up this…thing that calls itself Mary—if there is something you manifest it is civil disobedience. Now see where it has led you.”


    Locke dropped a piece of parchment beside me, knelt down, and placed a quill in my hand. “That is… unless you testify against her and bless her execution. You are a real bastard. I can’t say I would have you back in your old capacity. But perhaps we could find a new title for you, Mr. Dumpster, or Squeaky Windex Man.”


    Only Liberty looked back as she, Locke, Temperator, Jackal, and Spectrum left the roof.


    Mary, my wrists and ankles are fettered—and my shaking is not enough to scare off the crows who are ever at them with their needily beaks. They take pieces of my head, torso and legs.


    I have used the parchment not to damn you, but to write this last epistle. Instead of a confession that might save my life, my dying wish is that this parchment discovered alongside my opened carcass will be delivered to you. And that before you are put to death, you are are permitted to read it.


    Mary, what I want to say to you is that I have loved you poorly. And now we are both dead for it. We shall not meet in another life. My actions have rendered that impossible. But let us be united in suffering in our final moments.


    –Axiom


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.35


    Liberty’s Letter to John:

  


  
    You Murdered Freedom Today


    JOHN, TEMPERATOR, JACKEL, Spectrum and I returned to the rooftop expecting the crows to have opened Axiom’s lips to save himself. But the size of the black swarm engulfing his body alarmed us.


    I set the business end of my mace to work, hacking the swarm—for blood had made them bold. Our bleeding prisoner was speckled with red digs up and down his body. The parchment lay beside him, black with ink. Locke’s eyes narrowed as they scanned it; he passed the parchment to me, eyeing Axiom dangerously while I perused the script. It contained not a word that could save him. He had not written a damnation of Mary, but an apology to her.


    Locke said, “The judge has spoken.” Locke met each of our eyes in turn. “Thanks for your thoughts, Axiom, and this is what they are worth to me.” Locke carefully tore the parchment in two. “Do you feel ... sovereign laying there in chains? Does your ability to exercise volition—even as you cannot choose to bend your legs—give you pleasure? I have shredded your volition and tossed the fragments to the wind—so what now of your sovereignty?; What are you left with—flesh and blood? The crows are working on that, aren't they. Looks like they've got your wrists open—or is that a collection of strings you're holding onto there, reds and greens? No, those are veins all right.”


    “John—,” I interrupted.


    Locke raised his hand to shut me up. “No. Let him alone. Let’s get the wife.”


    I took hold of Locke’s hand. He was startled when I began to squeeze and force it downward. Locke’s entire arm shook attempting to resist me; he repositioned his legs to better support his failing efforts, but it was no use: I have been swinging a twenty-pound mace the better part of a year now; John grimaced, helpless as I forced his hand down. “I have compromised for the last time. He has never once.”


    “After all your bitching—you want to defend Axiom? I don’t think so. Let's get out of here.”


    “No,” I said. “You don't see what we're doing? You don't see his face?”


    “What?, apparently he enjoys bird watching.”


    “That is the face of a man with a free conscience. His conscience is free because he has held true to his ideals.”


    “And what are those? Insanity and blindness?”


    “This is wrong.” I knelt by Axiom’s side. Black birds, by little small leaps, had worked their way between Axiom’s shoes. I smacked their wings and they scatted all of two feet. About a dozen more enjoyed the honeyed meat so well they ventured back toward Axiom’s chest even as I swung at them.


    “Let him alone, Liberty,” Locke demanded.


    “What, liberty? He could have his freedom, but freely chooses these chains.”


    “Keep bickering. You've badgered me about him this past year, now I turn against him and suddenly you’re nipping at my ear in his defense. I can't please you.”


    “The only true liberty is between the violence that is acted upon us and our response to it. I have compromised for the last time.”


    Locke looked severe, but smiled as he opened his tailcoat to expose a silver key chain dangling at his waist. Neither of us broke eye contact as I carefully moved to unclip the key ring. I depressed the metal clip and slipped the ring from John’s belt. Three birds were busy at Axiom’s chest. As I knelt beside him, Locke’s shadow enveloped me and Axiom, scattering the birds it fell on. An instant later, a knife thrust into my back. Locke grabbed my robe and tore it from my body. “Then I'll take back this first compromise,” Locke said.


    Locke kicked me on top of Axiom. The blood running from the knife’s entry point mixed with the honey running down Axiom’s sides.


    The Temperator brought an armful of chains from the chopper. Locke fettered my wrists and ankles. The Temperator helped him drag me alongside Axiom and draw the chains taut, so that my limbs were stretched in four directions. I could not breathe for pain. I was losing consciousness when John handed me this bit of parchment and said, “See if you can’t write a better confession than your friend.”


    Locke turned his back on Axiom and me.


    The Temperator, towering over me, stopped before following Locke off the roof. He said, “This is where extremes end, on the rack.”


    I want to say that I am happy now. I want to say a lot of things, and only worry that there isn't the time. I want to say that in the year I have worked for Jefferson City, I have never felt truly happy. I have killed many. And death may have bought freedom for some—but likely it did not. Because it was not chosen by them, as it has been by me. I want to say that I have loved, trusted, served, defended, upheld and then been betrayed. And it is okay. It hurt at first, but I have never felt more liberated. I am going to make one last move. It will kill me. But my death may give freedom to this city at last.


    –Liberty


    


    

  


  
    JEFFERSON EPISTLE No.36


    Justin’s Epitaph to His Dead Son:

  


  
    I Murdered You, but Your Death May Have Saved a Nation


    AS I LAY BESIDE LIBERTY beneath the gathering swarms, Liberty began to sing. It was a song as I have never heard. It was sung in the midst of a hailstorm of crows approaching like dark clouds on the horizon. They came to feed on our bodies. As her voice rose and fell, though her wrists and ankles were shackled, her head rose from the platform—I imagine her spine and pecks worked in conjunction to raise her head of her own volition, though it seemed as though it was being pulled by a force outside of her body. Her face began to shake from side to side; at war in her mind was the battle between free will and the weak instinct for self preservation. Liberty's song had the effect of calming me. And I seemed to sense my own consciousness fading.


    When Liberty had raised her head about a foot off the ground, it suddenly flew at a diagonal toward my face before cracking into the ground. Her starry crown shattered, and the flying fragments scraped my eyes, spattering chest and arms. Blood covered the side of her face; her eyes stared dumbly above her; a red crack stretched across her forehead; the splintered base of her spiked crown where it had been fastened by safety pins near her ears remained intact. For a moment, the purpose of Liberty’s sacrifice eluded me.


    The crow that had, not once, made a go at my eyes, now retreated to have a go at Liberty’s. When his talons kicked back, they kicked back a paper clip which bounced and settled two inches closer to my fettered wrist.


    That’s when the purpose of Liberty’s sacrifice crystallized. I touched the clip with my index finger, but only succeeded in pushing it out of reach.


    Two more crows released my ear and landed on Liberty’s breast. Half the birds burrowing for my liver abandoned me for the easier meal beside me.


    I closed my eyes.


    If Liberty could die for my freedom, then I could mutilate myself to secure what she had made possible. I twisted my arm inward, not stopping when the joint hyper-extended, but continuing to force it until a loud pop freed my arm from my shoulder. The break was not complete, and the pain had bought me the half inch needed to touch the safety clip. My index hooked the clip until I was able to squeeze it between two fingers and fold it into my palm.


    With my wrist bent downward like a praying mantis, I felt inside the lock for the internal spring. Liberty's dead eyes watched mine—she looked beautiful in death. From inside the lock came a hollow click as the fetter sprung open. I swatted the crows from Liberty's corpse. They tore my earlobe as I worked to free my other wrist. I unshackled my ankles.


    I stopped short of Liberty, resisting the urge to preserve her body from the black scourge; Liberty had sacrificed a half hour of consciousness to buy me a half hour to stop John. Her blue eyes paled when her soul moved on. I wrestled the knife from her back and inserted it, dripping, into my pant’s pocket.


    I raced down the Memorial stairs into the street. No cars in sight, or bikes, or ...


    A carriage sat parked in the shade of an oak. Ahead of the carriage, four horses chafed their hooves against the cobblestone at intervals.


    The rider’s head drooped forward, incognizant. When I slipped among the Clydesdales, some shook their manes, some whinnied, but no one was nervous enough to wake the driver as I worked my knife back and forth, snapping their reigns.


    “What the hell are you doing?” I looked up to find the angry driver nursing a bottle of Jack Daniels.


    No longer any sense respecting the driver’s solitude, I showed him my knife, wrestled the reigns from him, booted him out of the carriage, snapped the reigns and yelped, “Put fire in your hooves!” The carriage careened through the streets, clearing newsstands along the sidewalks. Should I approach Jefferson Tower the back way?, where adhesives might aid the carriage’s ascent to the hundredth floor? Not likely.


    I yanked the reigns and turned down Birmingham heading for Central Boulevard to charge Jefferson Tower head on.


    In the middle of Central Boulevard, the Jackal stood in the shadow of Jefferson Tower. Legs spread, arms folded, he must have been positioned as a lookout for trouble.


    I ran him over.


    Nor did I break speed as I approached the duel swirling staircases that led, like a pair of welcoming arms, up toward the valet. As we hit the stairs full tilt, splinters flew; the wheels grading against the stairs sent shockwaves through the carriage frame. The horses heaved as we burst through the entrance. “Bill!, call the elevator!”


    Bill frowned as I charged through the lobby. I leapt off the carriage and had to call the elevator myself.


    •••


    WHEN THE GOLDEN elevator doors pealed open, sand spilled into the car. Our twin apartment doors were thrown open, and white sand had spilled through them filling the landing.


    Inside, blue stars swirled; sand covered the floor rising to a point in the center of the room where a Greek funeral pyre rose toward the twenty-four-foot ceiling. A dark figure ascended the pyre, wig flailing behind him.


    Suddenly, a force collided with my side knocking the wind out of me; it nailed me with the force of a locomotive. I flew through the room slamming against the wall by the stairs. Dazed, I tried to stand. The Temperator, every line of his forehead creased with hatred, stood before the pyre. “Axiom, brace yourself!”


    I waited until he was a body’s length away, then threw my arms wide, tucked my head into my chest, lowered my shoulders level with his waist and bolted forward. The Temperator’s legs flew out from under him. The large body flew toward and disappeared through the drywall to the right of the coat closet.


    As I faced the tower, a scream beckoned from somewhere under the stairwell, “Axiom!” The Temperator stepped through the hole in the wall. “Will you look at your apartment? Your wife's been singing dirges up there. The lost cause has covered herself with gasoline. And look at you?, full of little red holes. Why don’t you sing a few dirges with her then let me knock both your brains out.”


    I charged him downhill while he grinned from ear to ear. I leapt into the air and slammed my boots against his chest.


    This time when he flew through the drywall his body tore a wider hole.


    But when I charged the tower again, the Temperator screamed as he stepped through the broken wall, “Axiom! Don’t turn your back on me.”


    This time his dark coat was covered in white sand and he was foaming at the mouth. Half his face covered in sand, eyes blazing fire, hands thrust forward like a bull’s horns, he charged.


    I backed up to the pyre and felt a sharp splinter of wood at my back. When his arms were within reach, I stepped aside and used the Temperator’s momentum to slam him into the splintered furniture behind me. The leg drove through his gut and exited between his shoulders.


    He stared in disbelief at the leg protruding from his chest. “Axiom!”


    John had nearly reached the pyre’s summit when it shifted. He raised his knife overhead; I could see an arm dangling from atop the pyre and a few locks of loved brown hair. “Mary!,” I screamed. But the arm lay lifeless. Clear liquid ran from the arm off her fingers, down the bed fragments, passed Locke, to my boots, mired in moist sand. I lifted my boot; sand clung between the clefts. The smell unmistakable: gasoline. I drew a match from my coat pocket. “John!,” I screamed, holding up the match.


    Locke, knife poised overhead ready to plunge into Mary’s stomach, looked back. “Go back to hell, Axiom.”


    I struck the match and dropped it. The brilliant flare whooshed up the black fuel trail and up the pyre. The racing flames engulfed Locke; like serpents, they sprang over Mary’s body.


    The shafts of splintered wood burned as I picked my way up the pyre, flames whipping the pyre’s sides.


    As I climbed, the yellow flaming cords ran over Mary’s body like a net.


    John frantically pulled off his flaming coat and threw it off, oblivious that the white curls of his wig were also trailing flames.


    When Locke looked back and saw me, he remembered his purpose. He raised his knife; Mary’s body lay directly beneath the weapon. Locke smiled back at me, “Too late, Axiom!”


    Something exploded in the center of the pyre; the ground shifted and the pyre buckled. As Locke grabbed for something to steady himself, the knife fell out of his hand, whizzing as it narrowly missed my ear.


    I still had the warm knife I had drawn from Liberty’s back.


    Now no more than a body’s length away from my target, I took a firm foothold, then leapt forward and plunged my knife into Locke’s boot.


    While Locke roared, I used the knife handle protruding from his boot to pull myself abreast of him.


    Standing above the teetering pyre, I looked down at Mary, arms and legs dangling over the sides, her body wearing a robe of flames.


    Dark shawls wrapped her skin like they had the night we met in Liberty Tower.


    Missing his knife, Locke clasped Mary’s throat. Mary’s eyes opened as she tried to pry his fingers off.


    I pulled John off by the wig, put my knife to his throat, and cut it from ear to ear. I let his body fall over the side.


    The hot flames rose around us. Mary gasped. “Justin?”


    “Mary! We've got to get out of here.”


    “I thought it was you strangling me.”


    Fires roared below. The tower shifted again; the wooden shafts collapsed and we came crashing through the middle of the pyre.


    My leg impaled on something. Thick, coal-black smoke enveloped everything; the roar of flames muted Mary’s voice, but her torn lips found my ear: “Come on, Justin. If you're not going to kill me, we've got to get out of here.”


    Mary grabbed my coat. She kicked down a flaming board and pulled me out of the pyre.


    A wall of flames blocked the entrance. Flames, like a roiling sea, engulfed the starry ceiling.


    “There is no exit.” We were both on fire, and I collapsed to my knees. “Mary, forgive me.”


    “Not yet, Justin.” Mary pushed me down. I thought she was killing me herself as she shoved me into the sand and smacked my body.


    Then I realized that she was putting out my flames before her own—even though she blazed like the noonday sun.


    When my wits returned, I rolled Mary over the sand stifling her flames.


    When she stood, smoke rose from her black, torn body. “I have a way out if we can get to the utility room.” She led me across the sand—the flaming tower roaring behind us, the stars overhead raining down exploding in the sand.


    We raced through the halls. In the utility room Mary slid open the window. Cold air rushed inside. Mary’s yellow Beetle waited facing the road a hundred stories below.


    I leapt onto the Beetle and climbed around to the passenger seat. Where the flames had burned through Mary’s suit, dark burns were visible—as were slashes in her arms, shoulders, ribs. A long, dark stripe across her eyes.


    Mary touched my thigh before putting the stick in drive and pressing the accelerator. John, the Temperator … they had become flaming carrions by now. Those were the minds responsible for Jefferson City. And they had all been destroyed. The building seemed to be peeling apart as we raced down it. There would be no more demigods peering like protecting geniuses from Jefferson City’s rooftops.


    •••


    SON, TODAY MARKS the anniversary of your murder. Your mother and I have done terrible things ... But I am mostly to blame. We live a quiet existence now in the North part of the country. We serve each other by watching each other’s ideas. Watching for signs of danger. We perform an existence which is a kind of penance. Your mother’s burnt face and the wounds at my chest, hands, and ankles serve as a constant reminder to the lives we once lived. And how nearly I came to destroying her.


    Let this be a lesson for all who find this tomb wherein is buried Liberty's crown—which was all the crows left of her—and our son's memory: That lies lead to death; That guilt needs to be met by the ownership of the wrong; That to live without liberty is worse than to die painfully. That we love well what we love, defend ourselves from prejudice, guard ourselves against passion—for we do not know from whence it arises.


    With John dead, Jefferson City was soon scrapped as a failure by the central government. The city’s occupants left the forest to be controlled by new minds.


    Not your mother’s and mine. Ours we have decided to devote to each other, to your memory, and to the worship of a creator who was good enough to present, at opportune times, enough of a glinting trail that we were able to discern our path in the midst of chaos. We have followed that path to an uneasy peace.


    


    

  


  
    A Note to My Readers


    If you enjoyed this novel, please leave a review on Amazon. I appreciate you and your feedback. Thanks for reading!
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    Kevin Garland grew up in Green County, Virginia, in the shadow of the beautiful Blue Ridge Mountains. His graduate degree in creative writing and literature was from Florida Atlantic University. He lives in South Florida where he teaches and writes fiction.


    


    

  


  
    No New Day for the Damned


    Garland’s second novel, No New Day for the Damned, is a dystopian thriller slated for release in spring 2014, set in a post-apocalyptic, Cold-War nightmare.


    Engineered thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Brezhnev is evidence of the dark underside of the Cold War. Conditioned to ignore his conscience, so restless when the Soviets made him a permanent fixture in their subterranean Doomsday Machine that he murdered his way out of it, Brezhnev has invaded American shores, taken an American wife, and infiltrated the very heart of America: the suburb. Here, Brezhnev has not only learned how to postpone Doomsday, he has learned how to profit by it.
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