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Prologue

High above New York City, balanced precariously on the parapet encircling the balcony outside
his employer’s boardroom, James Percival fished nervously in his breast pocket for his hankie.
Even in the chill gusty November wind that threatened to topple him now back over onto the
balcony, now down into traffic forty-five stories below, he was sweating profusely. He dabbed at
his forehead and cheeks, carefully lowered his hankie-clutching hand to his side, and thought: 

I bet Wainscot Tosh could stand here all day without teetering.
He, James Quincey Percival IV, fifty-three years old next Tuesday if he lived that long,

had worked for Harriman Investments for twenty-five years. Wainscot Tosh, surely not too many
days over thirty, had worked for Dogsbody Harriman just under three years. When Wain lost all
his money in the Crash two weeks ago, Dogsbody quietly made up his losses. When James lost
all his money in the Crash two weeks ago, Dogsbody sailed blithely past him down the hall in a
great hurry, his feet hardly touching the carpet, his insectile gray head barely even
acknowledging his presence with a nod.

Who was Wainscot Tosh, anyway? His father was an iron manufacturer in the
Midwest—Ohio, James thought, or some ghastly place even further west. Richer than God, to be
sure—but who were they? The Percivals had been a powerful force in New York banking since
the Revolution; now this new breed had come out of nowhere to seize control and subtly but
inexorably push the Percivals and their ilk off to one side. 

This Stock Market Crash? Dogsbody Harriman’s doing. James was all but sure of it. If
only he could prove it! Though of course even if he could, he couldn’t prove it. No one would
take his word over Dogsbody Harriman’s. Nobody. Not even his own father. Not even his older
brothers, though they too had been ruined by the Crash. They would all say, horrified, in a
shushing voice, flicking their eyes around the room to see who else had heard him spouting this
heresy: “You’re accusing Dogsbody Harriman of what? Are you out of your mind?”

But he knew. He had worked with Dogsbody all these years. He knew how Dogsbody’s
mind worked. He knew that Dogsbody Harriman had no compunctions, period. None
whatsoever. About anything. He would do whatever he had to do to enhance his position.
Whatever. It occurred to James, in fact, that Dogsbody would quite calmly destroy the world, if
he could, if it was in his power, and if in doing so he could make a killing. 

Killing! Ha!
Thirty years ago, nobody had heard of Dogsbody Harriman; one day he appeared out of

nowhere and started making money and amassing influence with uncanny grace and speed.
Suddenly he was the President’s best friend, was already in on every deal in the making the day
before those in the know knew, had his secret sweetheart arrangements with everybody who was
anybody—and then, gradually, inevitably, with only those somebodies he chose. His business
partners became fantastically, unimaginably rich, seemingly overnight, seemingly without great
effort or forethought. Those he ignored were soon ignored by all, and quickly dropped out of
sight. Those who fought him were utterly and irrevocably crushed.

Like James himself now, teetering on this parapet. Not that he had fought Dogsbody. But
it had occurred to him more than once that Dogsbody Harriman somehow knew his suspicions,
knew that James was contemplating sharing those suspicions with others. Insane paranoid fears,



of course. Dogsbody was no god, no descending angel, no superior being who could read his
thoughts; he was just a man. An extraordinarily talented man, yes; but just a man.

Still, sometimes James wondered …
A sudden upward gust rocked James back on his heels. Following the gust up the wall

came a man, a man in a business suit, his hands crooked up under his chin like the long spindly
front legs of a praying mantis, holding a briefcase—

“Mr. Harriman!” James blurted like a boy. “How—”
“Hello, James,” Dogsbody said coolly, hovering there briefly, no sign of propulsion, his

expensively shod feet drooping down below slack legs a few inches above the parapet.
“D-did you just—” James stammered. “Did you just fly up here?”
“James,” Dogsbody said in the same even tone, still hovering, “you’re weak.”
“How did you do that?” James’ mind reeled. Sick waves of vertigo washed over him.

Suddenly he no longer knew which way was up. Suddenly he hardly even cared.
“You were too weak to hold onto your money,” Dogsbody said calmly, almost kindly,

“and now you’re too weak to jump. Can I give you a push?”
James panted, beyond all rational thought. He hardly even heard the question.
Dogsbody grimaced briefly. “Well, make up your damn mind, James. And be quick

about it. It’s bad for business to have our executives dithering on the parapet.”
And he flew across the balcony and through the open French doors into the ballroom.
James thought to himself, with a wild glance over his shoulder:
Something just happened.

Inside the boardroom stood Wainscot Tosh, seemingly at his ease, his right hand resting
on the back of Dogsbody Harriman’s soft beige calves’-leather chair. Dogsbody flew in, spotted
him there, emitted a quick guttural cry, but made two quick passes around the room, his shiny
black shoes only now and then dragging momentarily along the hardwood floor, before coming
to hover before and just above him.

Almost instantly, Wain was overrun with shiny green beetles. Body, face, hair. They
clicked and scurried over him as over a hillock. He paid them no attention whatever. 

“Ah, Wain,” Dogsbody said, with something like a smile. His mouth clacked a little as he
said it. False teeth? Wain did not let his imagination run wild on such things.

“Welcome back, Mr. Harriman,” Wain said.
“Call me Uncle Dogsbody,” Dogsbody said.
“Yes, sir,” Wain said, “Uncle Dogsbody.”
Dartingly, expertly, Dogsbody touched him ten, fifteen times on the head and chest and

shoulders. Every place he touched, he deposited a glob of some gluey substance that trapped a
beetle or two. Their little feet continued to wriggle helplessly in their little prisons.

“Wain, I have a job for you,” Dogsbody said, picking a beetle off Wain’s lapel and
popping it in his mouth. Crunch, crunch. His jaws moved sideways on the beetle, like mandibles.

“I am at your disposal, sir,” Wain said. “Of course.” 
“I want you to create a country for me,” Dogsbody said.
“A country, sir?” Wain said.
“A country,” Dogsbody said. “Well, a fortress, really. A country-sized fortress. A safe

place for our people that looks and talks and acts like a country.”
“There is some danger, sir?” Wain said.
“There is always some danger,” Dogsbody said, “if you know where to look.”



“Will this be a new colony, Uncle Dogsbody,” Wain said, “or an existing place that I
should begin to convert to our values?”

“An existing place,” Dogsbody said, popping two more beetles in his mouth and
crunching them sideways. “Texas.”

“A new Republic of Texas?” Wain said, one eyebrow lifting almost imperceptibly.
“If you like,” Dogsbody said. “So long as it is a republic in name only.”
“Of course,” Wain said.
“You and your family will need to relocate there,” Dogsbody said. “Sorry.”
Wain shrugged. “We have made sacrifices before,” he said.
“Good boy,” Dogsbody said.
“Do you want me out in the open, sir,” Wain said, “as President, or behind the scenes, as

you’ve been proceeding thus far in Germany and the Soviet Union?”
“Behind the scenes,” Dogsbody said, “as in Europe. Recruit local politicians, put them in

positions of power. Win the Texans’ trust that way. They won’t support a rich Yankee
financier.”

“Yes, sir,” Wain said.
“And I am increasingly convinced that we do need their support,” Dogsbody said, “for

this sort of enterprise. I swear, though, if I live another ten thousand years I’ll never fully
understand you mammals, with your herd instincts.”

“Yes, sir,” Wain said. “I assume you’ll be running interference in Washington and New
York?”

“Don’t you worry about that end of things,” Dogsbody said.
“I won’t, sir,” Wain said.
“Good,” Dogsbody said, and pried up four or five more beetles, and pasted them to the

palm of his hand like a biology project. “Now I assume you and your family have some packing
to do.”

“Yes, sir,” Wain said.
Out on the parapet James Percival made up his mind with a sudden cry, and plunged to

his death below.
“Who was that?” Wain said.
“Nobody,” Dogsbody said. “Now go.”
Wain went.

Wainscot Tosh drove his red 1928 Studebaker through the Oklahoma night. Supervised
by his efficient, orderly wife ?, who could have been a famous general (had women been
designed for such things), the servants had packed his household in less than a week, boxed it up,
carted it to the train station for cross-country transport. He and the family drove ahead to
purchase an estate outside of Houston.

The rest of the family slept. It had been an exhausting three days and nights, driving
straight through, Wain stopping only for brief catnaps two or three times a day. A difficult way
to travel, but Uncle Dogsbody had stressed the importance of getting on the ground early, so he
had pushed them, his wife and children, pushed them hard, and as usual they had responded with
the requisite obedience and discipline. 

“Dad?”



One of the boys in the back seat stirring in his sleep, no doubt. Wain Jr. was eight,
Wilbur was five, and Gwyneth was a toddler, seventeen or eighteen months. Wain drove on in
silence.

“Dad?”
“Go back to sleep, son.”
Wain half-turned. It was Wilbur, whom his wife had started calling “Pappy.” Awake at

this time of the night. Five years old and still couldn’t talk right. Not right in the head, their
family doctor had whispered to ? (wife) when Wain wasn’t there. Wain had mentioned this to
Dogsbody Harriman and the doctor had found himself in exceedingly hot water with the AMA.
Ended up relocating to Toronto three days before they revoked his license. Toshes did not have
problems with their heads.

“Dad, when we’re get gonna go there?” Wilbur said.
“We’ll get there when we get there, son,” Wain said. “Now sleep.”
“Dad,” Wilbur said, “why can’t I look in the lox?”
“Box, son.”
“Box, Dad?” Wilbur said, as if continuing his previous question. “Why can’t I book in

the box?”
“Look in the box, son.”
“Why can’t I book in the lox, Dad?”
“Because it’s a box for grown-ups,” Wain sighed. Wain Jr. had been better spoken at

three than Wilbur was at five. “Sleep, now.”
“Will I be able to fook in the fox when I grow up?” Wilbur said.
“Yes,” Wain said. “You’ll be able to look in the box when you grow up, Wilbur. But

you’re not going to grow up at all unless you get some sleep. Close your eyes, now, and sleep.”
“Yes, Dad,” Wilbur said.
Wain drove on, half-listening as his son’s breathing grew heavier and more even.
An hour later, he found the Fort Sills access road, and turned in.
At the entrance to the cemetery he stopped the car and got out. His family did not stir. He

reached back in and carefully lifted out the ancient carved box, set it on the roof of the car. He
walked around to the back, where the beetles still swarmed. He waded through them to the trunk,
brushing them aside in the air, crunching a few underfoot. Stuck his key in, opened the trunk lid,
felt around until his fingers closed on the flashlight. He switched on the beam, found the shovel
and the crowbar, slung both over his shoulder. He stepped back to the driver’s door and gently
hoisted the box under his left arm. 

Uncle Dogsbody had impressed upon him the vast holy power of this box. 
This fox, he thought wryly, was not to be fooked with.
Wain walked through the graveyard, flashing his light on the gravestones, till he found

the one he was looking for. He set the box down carefully and set to work.
It took him two hours to dig down to the wooden coffin; another half hour to shovel all

the dirt off the lid and pry it open with the crowbar. There it was: the exposed skeleton, after
twenty years only a few scraps of clothing still clinging to it. The skull had rolled to one side. He
lifted it with both hands, stood, and reached above his head to set it up top, next to the box. He
replaced the coffin lid and climbed out of the grave. He wiped his hands as best he could on his
pants, reverently opened the box, and set the skull inside. The skull was surprisingly clean: he
had expected to soil the box’s red velvet lining with the skull’s dirt, but there was no dirt on it at
all. He closed the box, set it to one side, then set about reburying the coffin.



As he tamped the dirt back down on top, he flashed the light one last time at the
gravestone:

GERONIMO 
Friend of Atlantis
1829-1909

Clem Hauser shifted his considerable bulk over onto his right foot. He had just shifted it
over onto the left thirty seconds before, so he was not exactly overwhelmed with relief. Two and
a half hours to go on his shift. He had to get some better shoes. 

Or a better job.
But as his wife always said, he was lucky to have this one. It wasn’t exactly back-

breaking labor. It didn’t require much in the way of intellectual effort. He mostly just stood there
waving cars and trucks through the border checkpoint. Easiest job in the world, really. If they’d
just let him park his fat ass on a stool or something. But no.

But while it was true (he reminded his wife) that his wasn’t the busiest border checkpoint
between Texas and Oklahoma, it wasn’t exactly the slowest, either. It was a responsible job. It
wasn’t like being a nightwatchman in a warehouse. You did have to use your head, keep your
wits about you and your eyes on the traffic. Anything suspicious, blam, you were the man.
Nobody else. No backup. Call on the phone, somebody might drag their asses out here in a
couple of hours, maybe. You had your six-shooter and your car and your judgment. When to ask
a driver to get out of the car, open his trunk. When to make a more thorough search. 

Not that Clem made such searches very often. Or, well, if you came right down to it, had
made one even once. But still. He could. It would be up to him. He would be the man. He would
be Johnny On The Spot.

His wife just laughed when he talked like this. She came from up north. A good Texan
wife would never laugh at her husband the way his wife did at him. He imagined his mother
laughing at his father like that: ha! Never happen. The very thought was so absurd he could
hardly imagine it. A Texan wife respected her husband. Just what possessed him to go after a
northern woman, he had no idea. Temporary insanity, probably.

He was reflecting on this regrettable lapse on his part for perhaps the ten thousandth time
when he spotted the car approaching from the Oklahoma side, raising a dust cloud the likes of
which he’d never seen.

As it came closer he stared hard at it, trying to figure out just what was so strange about
it. It wasn’t a light dusty tan color, for one thing. It was dark, even sort of dark-shiny, but of
course that couldn’t be. He’d probably just been out in the sun too long. And it didn’t fan out to
the sides. It stretched out straight behind the car, like a long tail, whipping from side to side a
little, exactly like a tail.

As the car approached—a red late-model Studebaker, he noted, with Connecticut
plates—he held up his hand. Stop! Exercising his judgment. A man’s got to do the job the state
hired him to do.

The car slowed. And now he saw that what he thought was a dust cloud was
actually—imagine!—some sort of swarm of insects. Insects! What if they were poisonous! What
if they ate crops! Some kind of Biblical scourge or plague, like locusts! He could feel his whole



being go on red alert. The State of Texas paid him to protect citizens from just this sort of
intruder!

The car pulled up. Thirtyish well-dressed man and his family. Wife and three little kids.
Two boys in the back, baby girl in the wife’s arms up front.

“What’s the problem, officer?” the man said.
“You realize you’ve got a swarm of some kinda bugs trailing behind you, sir?” Clem

said.
The man held up his right index finger, waved it back and forth.
“Never mind about the bugs,” the man said.
“Ne—” Clem started, but suddenly forgot what he was going to say. 
Then he noticed a strange-looking carved box on the front seat between the man and his

wife.
“Whatcha got in that box, there, sir?” he said. “Mind if I have a look?”
“You don’t want to look in the box,” the man said.
Clem’s mind sort of went blank. What was he thinking, again? What was his plan here?

Why did he stop this car?
He thought about it for a moment, but couldn’t think of a single reason to detain these

nice people.
“Everything seems A-OK here,” he said with a smile, and waved them through. 
“Thanks, officer,” the man said, and drove off.
As the strange-looking bug-swarm tail followed the Connecticut car off down the road,

Clem suddenly twitched, as if waking from a light sleep.
“The bugs,” it came to him grimly. “I stopped that there car cuzza them bugs.”
He strode purposefully over to his little booth, squeezed through the narrow door, picked

up the telephone mouthpiece to call in.
Before he could even ask the girl to patch him through to headquarters, though, a strange

thing happened.
Suddenly the entire booth was overrun with shiny clicking green beetles. Including the

phone, and his arm that held the mouthpiece. Clem dropped the mouthpiece in shock and disgust,
brushing beetles off his clothes with a panicky gasp as he backed away.

What the hell?

Mutt Rider saw the roadblock up ahead, downshifted, downshifted again. He’d been
driving since eight this morning, it was almost that in the evening now, and he was ready to be
home, with his wife’s voice in his ear and a hot home-cooked dinner on the table. He was
carrying oranges from Florida, 560 boxes. He’d pushed it a little yesterday in order to be within
driving distance of Humble today. And now here he was, could probably see his roof if he
climbed on top of his truck, and—what? Something. Some delay.

He crept forward slowly, tickling the clutch, his left calf almost as tired as his right. The
cops were turning everybody back. Every car that reached the roadblock was turning around and
driving back. A fist of annoyance grabbed at him from inside.

Maybe these were all out-of-towners? Maybe they’d let locals through?
No: there went Sam Browning, with a shrug and a rueful face for Mutt. On his way back

from the big emporium in Houston, probably, picking up fabric for Nell.
Damn.



Texas Rangers: not the cops, the Rangers. Mutt pulled up to the Ranger who was turning
everybody around, rolled down his window.

“So what’s the problem?” he said.
“Quarantine,” the Ranger said.
“Quarantine for what?” Mutt said.
“Small pox,” the Ranger said.
“What, who’s got it?” Mutt said.
“Gas leak,” the Ranger said.
“Huh?” Mutt said. “Which is it, small pox or a gas leak?”
“Move it along, buster,” the Ranger said.
“Wait a minute, my wife’s in there, tell me what’s going on,” Mutt said.
“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” the Ranger said, “you’re either moving your truck right

now or spending the night in jail, that’s what’s going on.”
“So when can I go home, tomorrow morning?” Mutt said.
“Watch for further announcements,” the Ranger said.
“Watch what?” Mutt said.
“You gonna move that truck,” the Ranger said, “or do I have to handcuff you to it?”
Mutt had a very bad feeling about all this, but he shrugged and put the truck in low.

Started pulling it ahead and around to the left. This gave him an unobstructed view of the car
behind him, a red late-model Studie, with what looked like a middle-class family in it, being
waved through the roadblock.

“Hey!” Mutt yelled out the window, “what the hell is that?”
He stopped his truck, opened the door, jumped out on the running board to yell at the

Ranger some more. The Ranger pulled his gun and was about to aim it at Mutt when two things
happened.

First, a huge buzzing swarm of shiny green bugs swooped through the roadblock between
Mutt and the Ranger.

And second, some kind of weird flying saucer came flying in over it, maybe twenty feet
wide and a hundred feet in the air.

The Ranger and Mutt both stopped to gape.
Right over the town, the flying saucer stopped and hovered. A hatch opened up and a tall

thin gray man in a business suit climbed out, clutching a briefcase up by his chin. Without wings
or anything he flew off the saucer and into town.

“And what the fuck was that,” Mutt yelled at the Ranger, “fucking Superman?”
Now the Ranger leveled his gun at Mutt. “I’m going to ask you one more time to move

your truck, sir,” he shouted, “or you are going to be one very sorry dead motherfucker, sir!”
Mutt shook his head in disgust, but climbed back into his cab, pulled the door shut, and

drove off.
He was going to have to drive to his sister’s place in Houston, that was clear. And he

didn’t much like his sister’s cooking, or her pushy husband Mac, or their snotty little kid Bryce,
or Bruce, or whatever the hell the kid’s name was, or their yippy little dog, or the way their
house stank of dog piss.

But what really got his goat in all this was that, when he did finally make it home,
tomorrow or the next day or next month, when he finally rolled up in front of their house, his
wife was not going to believe a damn word he told her about it. Flying saucers? Flying men in
suits? She’d fucking laugh in his face. So he’d have to make something up, and she’d think he



had a girlfriend, which he didn’t, or that he’d been drinking, which he hadn’t, and she’d yell and
cry and carry on, and all because there was no way in hell he could tell her what he’d just seen. 

Ross Sterling was as tough as they come—he’d fought ornery oil rigs in hundred and ten
degree temperatures, all covered in oil and sweat; he’d mixed it up with roughnecks who’d had a
few too many to drink; for three decades he’d done whatever it took to get the job done—but it
was taking every ounce of his toughness not to bail on this one. 

He could take extreme heat. He could take extreme physical exertion. He could take
extreme violence. He could take just about anything an oilman could have thrown at him.

He was about three seconds away from admitting he couldn’t take being swarmed over
by shiny green beetles.

Even if it did mean being elected governor of Texas and becoming the man of the hour,
proclaiming the resurgent Republic of Texas and himself as its first president.

Even then.
“Just ignore them,” this fucking butter-won’t-melt-in-his-mouth upper-crust Yankee

errand-boy Wainscot Tosh said, noticing his discomfort. Tosh was covered with the fuckers too,
of course. “You’ll get used to it.”

“You think?” Ross said, trying to sound as calm as this man looked.
“Absolutely.”
“Can I brush them off, or anything?”
Tightly: “I, uh—I wouldn’t recommend it.”
And it wasn’t just the beetles. It was that weird tall thin gray fuck up by the window,

buzzing up against it like some kind of fucking fly, his hands crooked up by his neck. Dogsbody
Harriman. Some kind of fabulously rich and powerful Yankee financier. They all acted weird,
Ross had heard that, they weren’t like ordinary folks down here in Texas. But this was fucking
ridiculous. This was fucking out of control.

“Is he okay?” Ross said, jerking a beetly thumb up at the window.
Tosh made a big show of turning up to the freakshow by the window.
“Uncle Dogsbody, are you okay?”
Buzz, buzz, buzz: “Proceed.”
“Now,” Tosh said, “let’s think about your declaration of martial law.”

Hal Whiting loved these mornings out on Lake Houston with his dad, just the two of
them out in the boat, not talking, their lines in the water, the early morning mist still on the lake
like a veil. Still sort of sleepy from waking up at four in the morning, riding out in his dad’s
truck in the dark, the sky turning slowly lighter as they approached the lake, the trees emerging
out of the night like dark sentries along the road ... then, the lake itself, full of promise, the
promise of catching a fish, sure, that primal combat between man and beast played out across the
mystical barrier that was the water’s surface, but the promise of something else as well,
adulthood, perhaps, manhood, the world of driving a fishing truck out to the lake with your son
and initiating him into the ways of nature.

Hal couldn’t have put any of this into words. He was ten, eleven next month. But he knew
it.

Then, the strike: his dad’s rod bent double into the water.



“Dad!” Hal shouted.
His father grabbed his hat and came violently up out of his daydream.
“Reel it in, Dad!” Hal shouted again.
He loved it when a fish struck his line. Of course. Then it was all up to him. Then his dad

shouted encouragement and he, Hal, had to show his father what he was capable of.
But he loved it almost as much when one struck his dad’s. Any strike was a major event.

Any strike was a goddamn holiday.
But the fish doesn’t run with the line. At first they think it’s a snag, but it keeps coming

up. His dad keeps reeling, slowly, laboriously. 
“What the hell, son,” his dad says, “I think we’re reeling in a sunken log, here.”
After ten or fifteen minutes, they begin to see a glimmer of something rising up from

underwater. Hal gets the net without having to be told, holds it ready with a brimming sense of
expectation and importance.

But when it finally breaks the water, it’s a—hat.
A fancy black top hat, like the fancy gentlemen wore in that movie his dad took him too

in Houston last month.
No way a hat could put that kind of drag on the line!
But it keeps coming, and under it rises a man’s head, with Hal’s dad’s hook in his lip.
And then further: it’s a whole man sitting on some kind of weird cow, with wide horns

and burning red eyes. The man is dressed in a long black suit, white shirt, and black bow tie.
When the bull’s haunches are above the water, they stop rising, and the man turns to Hal and his
dad.

He’s alive. They both are. This man and his cow rise up from the bottom of Lake
Houston, and they’re alive. The man looks exactly like Abraham Lincoln. Exactly.

But while Hal is pondering this, without warning four or five fish jump into their boat
and flap about. He and his dad look down from the amazing thing that has just risen up from the
depths of the lake at their feet, and somehow the fish flapping around down there are the most
amazing thing of all.

They went fishing.
They caught Abraham Lincoln or an astonishing lookalike.
The fish they were supposed to be catching jumped up into their boat.
Whoa.
Slowly, methodically, the man reached up and pulled the hook from his lip. It didn’t

bleed. He didn’t wince with the pain. His lip looked sort of rubbery, like a fake lip or something.
“Gentlemen,” he said.
“Mister, uh – President,” his dad said, and touched his hat. So his dad was just sort of

assuming that this was Abe Lincoln? But wasn’t Lincoln president, like, a hundred years ago?
“The Whitings, am I right?” the man said. “John and Harold?”
“That's right,” his dad said.
“I go by Hal, sir,” Hal said.
”Hal, yes,” the man said. “I want you to listen up, son. You listening?”
”Yes, sir.”
“Some day you're going to grow up and meet a girl named Juliana, Hal. Marry her.”
Marry? A girl? Gross!
“Listen!” the man rapped out sharply.



Hal hung his head. This was a time to be polite. Be grown-up. Not show how much you
hate girls. He nodded.

“Marry her, Hal,” the man said. “This is important. The future of the entire world
depends on it. You and she will have a daughter. Name her Lynette.”

“Lynette, sir?” Hal said.
“Good boy,” the man said, and started sinking back into the lake.
“But—” Hal started.
“Remember,” the man said: “the entire world.”
The man kept his eyes on Hal as his face went underwater and bubbles started coming

out of his mouth.
For a while after he was gone, father and son sat there dumbstruck.
Finally, Hal’s dad began killing the fish that had jumped into their boat and packing up to

go home.
“Dad,” Hal finally ventured as they were loading the boat into the back of the truck, “was

that—”
“I don’t know, son,” his father said wearily. And somehow Hal knew not to push on that

button any more.
On the road back, they spotted a new notice on a tree. Hal’s dad slowed the truck down

and squinted over at it, but couldn’t make it out.
“Run go read me that sign, boy,” he said.
“Yes, sir,” Hal said, and as soon as his dad stopped the truck hopped out and ran over.
“It’s some kind of announcement!” he called out. “It says: ‘Attention! By order of the

President and Congress, Republic of Texas: All labor unions—’”
“Louder, boy!” his dad called.
He called out: “‘All labor unions are hereby dissolved. All schools are closed until

further notice. The borders with Mexico and the various United States are closed. Drug
possession or use, including the excessive use of alcohol, is punishable by death. Prostitution is
punishable by death. All males over the age of 14 must wear a handgun in public. Females
unescorted by males are prohibited in public without special permit; violations are punishable by
public flogging. Public displays of affection will be punished by public displays of ridicule. All
persons will report to a public hygiene clinic for health and wellness evaluation within the next
three months; failure to do so will result in imprisonment, deportation, or death. Further
instructions will follow.’”

He looked over at his dad to see what he wanted him to do next. His dad motioned him
back. He ran back and climbed in.

His dad put the truck in gear, looked over at Hal, started driving.
“Well, son,” he said finally, “there goes our liberal pie-in-the-sky paradise, I reckon.”

Ross Sterling crossed his right leg over his left and leaned back magisterially in his chair.
No beetles now. He had made it. And it had been worth it. Had it ever.
To the interviewer, who couldn’t be a day over twenty-five, this wasn’t just a story. This

was the opportunity of a lifetime. He, Ross Sterling, a poor wildcatter who made his millions off
oil, founded the Humble Oil and Refining Company, then Sterling Chemical, then bought up
railroads, newspapers, a bank, and so on and so forth, he was used to a certain deference in the



people around him—but nothing like this. Nothing like being president of the Republic of Texas.

“Could you explain for our readers, Mr. President, just why you found it necessary to
declare martial law at this time, only a few months into your presidency and the new Republic?”

“Why, I’d be happy to, son,” Ross beamed back. “You see, we got us a little problem
here, and the problem is called too much oil. Oil production is up from ten million barrels a year
in 1920 to three hundred million last year. That’s simply too much. Supply has overwhelmed
demand. F’rinstance, you may know that over those same ten years the price dropped from three
and a quarter dollars to fifty cents a barrel. This summer somebody’s drilled a oil well
somewhere in Texas almost every damn hour, round the clock. Before I declared martial law
almost a half million barrels a day were being pumped out of the East Texas field alone, and the
per-barrel price had dropped to five cents. Nobody could make a profit on five cents a barrel. So
I did what I had to do, son, to bring oil production down to some kind of workable levels. That
answer your question?”

“Yes sir,” the boy said, “thank you sir. Now, if you don’t mind, I have just one more
question.”

“What’s that, son?”
“President Sterling, what would you like to tell Texans who are reporting Abraham

Lincoln sightings?”
“Do what, now?”
“What would you like to say to Texans,” the boy said, “who are saying Lincoln wasn't

killed in Ford's Theater but snuck out before the end of the play and moved to Texas and is alive
and well and living at the bottom of a lake with his devil-water-cow? And that he's some kind of
bug from outer space?”

Well now, Ross thought, if that don’t beat all, I don’t know what does.
He chuckled appreciatively, as if at a good joke.
“As far as I know,” he said, still smiling, “Lincoln has been dead since April, 1865. And

he never lived in Texas, nor, as far as we know, ever even visited it. And this whole insect thing,
well! He was a flesh and blood human, just like everybody else, except of course Yankee.”

“Well, I do thank you for your time, Mr. President,” the boy said, and both of them rose
to their feet. Ross motioned for an aide to show the boy out.

“Always happy to speak to the press,” he said.
When the boy was gone, Ross was startled to find a lone beetle crawling up his pantleg.
A shiny green beetle. 
These fuckers never traveled alone.
Sure enough, two seconds later Dogsbody Harriman flew in through an open window,

and President Ross Sterling was overrun with the damn things again.
“What?” Ross said, perhaps a bit snappishly.
“Find Abraham Lincoln,” Harriman said.
“Find who?” Ross said.
“You heard me,” Harriman said. “Find him. Hire divers. Make them drink one quart of

cod liver oil every day for two weeks before diving for him. Scour every damn lake in Texas.
Find him and tell me where he is. Under no circumstances should your men approach him. He is
extremely old and extremely dangerous, and could bring everything down about our ears in two
seconds flat.”

Ross sighed. Why exactly did he sign on for this gig, again? 
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