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BREAK FIVE

MISTER LEAPED FROM THE tower and buzzed to the 
ground like a cicada. His eyes were bleary and unfocused, and 
he trotted gingerly to where Charlotte was tending Hunter’s 
broken body on the cathedral steps. He shook his head and 
snorted. 

Charlotte looked up into the enraged face that loomed 
above her. There were ragged gashes along his snout where 
Hunter had smashed him with the censer. She slowly crawled 
away from Hunter, joining Preston near the Hole. Mister 
didn’t follow her or pay her any attention. Her knee still 
throbbed. She was useless. 

While they watched, Mister plunged his blade into 
Hunter’s chest and split him like a peanut shell. Mister low-
ered his face into the exposed cavity and cracked Hunter’s ribs 
with his giant, flat teeth. He burrowed further into Hunter’s 
abdomen, growling. His powerful jaws glistened with crim-
son jelly as he chewed, and when he found Hunter’s heart, he 
snapped it out of his chest with a vicious twist, tilting his head 
backward and letting it slide down his throat like an oyster.

He roared. Charlotte covered her ears as they ran back to 
the safety of the diner. Mister lowered his head and continued 
eating.
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Preston couldn’t watch, ’so Charlotte narrated for him.
“Now he’s eating his face,” said Charlotte. “He’s tearing 

off his nose and chewing his ears.”
“Nothing,” said Preston. “Nobody.”
“Now he’s eating the skin from his arms and legs,” said 

Charlotte. “He’s stripping him to the bone. He’s grimacing. 
He doesn’t like the taste. I don’t think Mister likes to eat 
raw meat. He can do it, but he doesn’t like it. A weakness.”

“Where will we go, Charlotte? How can we get away?” 
said Preston.

“Now he’s eating his guts,” said Charlotte. “He’s pull-
ing out long ropes of guts and sucking them down like 
spaghetti noodles. He’s not happy. He’s not enjoying this 
meal. He is eating because he is mad, but he doesn’t really 
have the stomach for it.”

Preston started crying, and Charlotte went over to 
comfort him, patting him on the shoulder and squeezing 
him. But she wasn’t really paying any attention to him. 
Instead she was watching Mister eat. 

Preston was weeping, but she wanted to scream. To 
roar like Mister had done. Instead she cooed to Preston 
softly, telling him that everything would be okay and that 
it wasn’t his fault.

Hunter had made Mister angry. Hunter had surprised 
him. There was blood on Mister’s face where he had been 
hurt.  He could be hurt.

-

When Mister was done eating, he staggered to the Hole 
and fell into it, his whips buzzing at the last second like an 
emergency parachute. 

And then he was gone. 
Charlotte’s knee still hurt, but she could limp on it 

now. She retrieved Hunter’s skull to put with the others in 
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the highest cathedral tower. Then she swept the rest of his 
remains into the sand, leaving them to be swallowed by 
the Hole. 

Preston was still weeping in the sand, so she helped 
him to his feet and they staggered to the diner together. 
She put him in one of the booths and fixed him the healthi-
est meal she could find: leafy vegetables, fresh potato soup, 
and fish sticks. He dozed and muttered to himself while 
she cooked, but every time he seemed about to drift off to 
sleep, he snapped awake with a yelp and nearly fell out of 
his booth. The nightmares were now close behind his eyes. 

He ignored everything she cooked but the potato soup, 
which he slurped in fussy spoonfuls that seemed to fill him 
with pain every time he swallowed. 

Charlotte sat across from him in the booth. She 
watched Preston eat with the same cold eye as she watched 
Mister, though now she was trying to seem as patient and 
loving as possible, hoping that he would tell her where he 
had been and what he had seen. 

After a while, Preston pushed his bowl of soup aside 
and cleared his throat.

“All I want to do is jump in that Hole,” said Preston.
“Well, you won’t,” said Charlotte. “That’s all there is 

to it.”
“I was right about one thing. All the sand flows toward 

the Hole, so it’s impossible to get lost. No matter how far 
out you travel, you can always find the Hole by letting 
the sand carry you back here. I walked for days and days, 
zigzagging back and forth across the sand, only stopping 
to rest and eat. But there is nothing out there, Charlotte. I 
didn’t see anything but the orange sand and the purple sky 
and the strange brown trees.”

“So tell me about the trees,” said Charlotte, trying to 
hide her disappointment.

“I don’t understand the changing patterns they make or 
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why they shift and dance as they do. I don’t know if they 
are alive or what. I sat beneath one of the trees and watched 
it change into strange symbols for hours and hours, but I 
didn’t learn anything. I thought I recognized some of the 
symbols carved into the walls of the cathedral. You know, 
hieroglyphics or whatever. But that was probably only my 
imagination. 

“Once, while I rested beneath one of the trees, I dug 
at the base using my hands for shovels. I dug as deep as I 
could until I uncovered the roots. The roots are long and 
coppery and they pulse.  They beat like a heart. I cut into 
one of the roots and ate a sliver. It tasted sweet. Crispy, like 
candied ginger. I didn’t eat much, but I liked it. It made me 
feel strong, like you. It made me feel like I could fly. I tried 
to see where the root ended.  I think there’s water in the 
sap. But the root just kept going, and I realized before long 
that it led all the way to the next tree. They are not trees 
at all, but more like grass. That’s why they are not pulled 
into the Hole like everything else. I think both the diner 
and the cathedral must be tied to the root structure of these 
shape trees. There is a branching web underground here 
that connects everything all around us. 

“But that’s all. I walked and walked until my food was 
three quarters gone, but I saw no one and saw nothing 
that you couldn’t see from right here at this Hole. Then I 
turned around and came back. There’s nothing out there. 
And nobody.”

Preston started to cry again. Charlotte slid out of the 
booth and sat next to him, putting her arm around him. 

The roots of the trees are edible, thought Charlotte. 
Good to know.

After a while, they fell asleep together, and this time 
Preston didn’t jerk himself awake. He slept deeply and even 
snored.
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-

Charlotte woke up first. She gathered the cleaning supplies 
together and prepared for another day scrubbing the cathe-
dral. It was all up to her now.

“He’s got you trained,” Preston said, blinking sleep out 
of his eyes and rising up from the diner booth. 

She spent all day cleaning while Preston sat in the 
diner, watching the Hole and muttering. He didn’t bother 
helping, but he didn’t get in her way either. She managed 
to muck out Mister’s feeding pit, getting rid of the bodies 
of the strange, green creatures that had ears like spiral sea-
shells. The skulls of the new creatures were also mossy 
green, and they were longer than human skulls: more ele-
gant and more brittle. 

She added the skulls to her growing collection in the 
burlap sack in the cathedral tower. After thinking about it, 
sweaty and exhausted, she moved the collection from the 
tower to one of the corner tables in the diner. 

“These are my skulls,” said Charlotte, dumping them 
out on the table. 

Preston went pale at the sight of the grinning green 
bones, but when Charlotte glared at him, narrowing her 
eyes and setting her jaw, he didn’t argue or protest. He 
simply nodded and resumed muttering to himself and star-
ing at the Hole. 

“You and I are so different,” he said, musing. “For one 
thing, you don’t have a family. I know why they put you in 
St. Andrew’s. It’s not such a big secret. We all know. I miss 
my family. I wasn’t going to stay in St. Andrew’s forever 
like you.”

Charlotte bit her lip. She needed his help, she decided. 
“I’m just as lonely and tired as you are,” said Charlotte. 

She thought about how Preston had spent the whole day 
watching her work from the diner, not lifting a finger. 
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“Listen, I’ve got a plan for how we can trap him in one of 
the towers the next time he comes. It will take two people, 
and one of us will have to be bait, but—” 

“I remember my mother,” said Preston. “I remember 
what it feels like to be hugged and wanted. I remember 
what it feels like to belong somewhere. If I can get home, 
I’ll have that feeling again someday. This desert will be 
nothing but a dream. But not you. You don’t have anyone. 
I bet this place feels normal to you. Well, it doesn’t feel 
normal to me. It hurts me more to be here than it hurts 
you.” 

“Preston, shut up,” said Charlotte. “We need each other 
here. There’s no one else. You can’t think like that. I need 
you to help me clean, help me plan, and help me fight.”

“Easy for you to say,” said Preston. “You’re not going to 
be the next one to die. You’re the reason we’re all here, you 
know. If you hadn’t made us all go up to the roof—”

Charlotte slapped him. He looked at her, shocked, until 
she sighed and decided to leave him alone.

-

For the next month, instead of helping her clean, Preston 
gathered all the paper that he could find—wrappers, card-
board, and packaging from the foodstuffs—and spent his 
time writing, using a chicken bone as a quill and barbecue 
sauce for ink. When Charlotte returned to the diner after 
long sessions in the cathedral scrubbing and washing, he 
would still be at it, hunched over one of the diner tables and 
surrounded by balled-up sheets of scrap. 

“I can’t go into the cathedral anymore,” he said, taking 
a supercilious tone that made her want to dump a bucket 
full of Mister’s crud water over his head. “It makes me…” 
He shivered. “Besides, I think doing the work alone is good 
for you. It gives you something to focus on. I envy you.” 
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Every time Charlotte tried to talk about planning or 
fighting, Preston would disengage, curling up by himself 
in a diner booth and falling asleep. 

Preston was right about the cathedral making her 
focus, though. Charlotte found that there was no part of 
the cathedral that she couldn’t clean all by herself, even 
though doing it alone was backbreaking work that made 
all her muscles sore and often made her head ache with ten-
sion for hours after she was done. 

One day, right around when Mister was due to reap-
pear, Charlotte returned to the diner to find Preston wait-
ing for her, wearing a makeshift burlap backpack. He had 
gathered food and water, and he was wearing fresh clothes 
taken from the swirly-eared green creatures.

“I’m leaving again,” said Preston. “I’m going out into 
the sand and I’m not coming back. If I stay here at this 
Hole, eventually I’m going to fling myself into it. It’s all I 
can think about.”

Preston pointed to one of the diner tables where all the 
scraps of paper that he’d been working on were gathered. 

“I wrote you a story so you would have something to 
read,” he said. “The story is based on a dream I had about 
you, but I changed it all around so it will make sense. I’m 
leaving it with you so that you won’t forget about me.”

Charlotte was confused. She stuck her lip out and 
knotted her brow. Preston didn’t do any work here, and he 
wasn’t happy. But he was company. And now she would be 
all alone.

“You’ll run out of food,” she said. “You’ll die.”
“I can eat the roots of those trees and drink the sap,” 

said Preston. “I’ll manage.”
“Why are you going?” said Charlotte. “Why are you 

leaving me here?”
“I don’t expect you to understand,” said Preston. “You 

are too young. If we both stay, something will happen and 
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Mister will kill me. I can’t stay here. I’m not like you. This 
isn’t normal to me. But if I go, then maybe I’ll learn to sur-
vive out there. And maybe I’ll find help. Also, if Mister kills 
me here, then you really will be all alone, and I think that 
will crush you, no matter how tough you seem. But if I go, 
you can always imagine that I am out there somewhere, 
walking the sand, and that someday I’ll be back for you 
with help. With an army! And wherever I go, I’ll imagine 
that you are here, growing even tougher. If I stay here and 
give into this routine of death and cleaning, all hope is lost. 
But if I go, we will both have enough hope to keep going. 
You may not understand now, but you will someday.”

“Don’t go,” said Charlotte. “Please don’t go. I’ll never 
understand. Don’t leave me alone in this place. We can 
fight him. With two of us, we have a chance, but if it’s just 
me, all alone, I’ll never be able to—”

“He’s smarter, stronger, more vicious, more cunning, 
and completely alien,” said Preston. “This is his home. 
What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” said Charlotte.
“Read my story when you miss me,” said Preston.
“Don’t go,” said Charlotte again. “Pleeeeease, Preston. 

Pleeeeease. We can fight him. Pleeeeeeeeeeeease.”
She got down on her knees and wrapped her arms 

around his legs. But Preston pried her off and pushed her 
away until she was at arm’s distance. She watched him, 
feeling helpless and sick, as he shouldered his bag, waved 
goodbye with a smile that did not reach his eyes, and took 
off once more into the sand, leaving her alone with Mister 
and the Hole. 
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BREAK SIX 

MISTER RETURNED WITH FEWER provisions and 
more of the same swirly-eared creatures that he’d brought the 
last time. In her mind, Charlotte started calling them “swirls.” 

Mister did not seem surprised to find her all alone, 
although he made a full search of the diner and cathedral 
before he accepted Charlotte’s excuse for where Preston went. 
Charlotte wanted to attack him, to surprise him with a knife 
between the eyes or by chopping off one of his whips. But he 
was always on guard. He was so quick and strong. And she 
was so little. 

She cooked the swirls for him. He ate and rested, and then 
he left.

-

Charlotte developed a system as time melted away. As soon 
as she woke up, she went to the cathedral and cleaned until 
her arms and legs hurt so bad that they throbbed beneath her 
skin, making her small muscles as hard as ceramic. When 
she couldn’t clean anymore, she lay down naked in the sand 
and let the pulse of the orange heat massage the pain out of 
her muscles and bones. Then she took a long bath in the big 
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copper pot, luxuriating in the hot lemon water until the 
water went lukewarm. It was important to stay clean. Next, 
she cooked herself a meal that she ate surrounded by her 
skulls, chatting with them and telling them about her day. 
It was important to stay healthy and well-fed.

Before she went to bed, she practiced with her butcher 
knife. She practiced cutting, stabbing, and slicing. She 
practiced tossing the knife from hand to hand, and she 
practiced throwing it, using old cans as targets. She prac-
ticed using two knives at the same time. She practiced with 
smaller knives also, but she didn’t like their weight as much. 
She did push-ups and sit-ups, and she practiced tumbling. 
She did jumping jacks until she was red in the face, and 
then she practiced punching and kicking.

When she was too tired to move and almost ready for 
sleep, she wrote down her day’s thoughts with Preston’s 
quill in a journal that she’d cobbled together out of scraps. 
She never wrote anything more than a few sentences, often 
her latest dream. Every day here was the same, but her 
dreams were always unique and strange: 

I dreamed I was flying above a city that went on forever, 
and men in red robes were chasing me while riding giant flying 
squirrels that had their eyes sewed shut. The robes of the men 
were as thin and textured as origami, and they carried shot-
guns. They kept firing at me, but they never hit me, although 
they made Swiss cheese out of the clouds. 

After every seven notches in the deep freeze door, she 
washed her pajamas and also the clothes she had taken from 
the dead bodies of the swirls and the other children. She 
figured they would fit her someday. She had nothing to do 
here but eat and grow.

Charlotte only read Preston’s story once before she set 
it aside. The story was just the sort of thing Preston would 
write to make himself feel better about leaving. It was 
childish, silly, and condescending. It was titled “The Girl 
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Who Made Her Friends Out of Sand.”
For a long time, she expected him to return any 

moment, and she rehearsed what she would say to him to 
make him help her. To make him grow up and be strong. 
At first, she even considered going out after him. But 
slowly, she pushed him into the deepest part of her brain 
and gave him up for dead, like all the rest. 

She did make a trek out to the nearest shape-shifting 
trees. She sat beneath one and watched the leafless branches 
twist and grow. The tree was only about as high as a door-
way, but its bare limbs never stopped moving, making 
noises like a creaky rocking chair or a ship pitching in the 
tide. It was captivating, like watching cream drizzle into 
coffee and never dilute. 

Months went by, and Charlotte grew taller and stron-
ger, developing balance and strength from all the clean-
ing and training. A natural growth spurt caught her, and 
she shot up a full foot, eating till her stomach pooched out 
like an inflated cheek, rolling around on the diner cushions 
and groaning like an old dog while she slept. Her auburn 
hair turned even redder from the lemons she added to her 
bathwater, giving her hazel eyes a complementary green-
ish cast.

I dreamed I was an anchor for a boat made of black cork 
that sailed through a sea of wine. The sailors kept me in a spe-
cial room, and when they wanted to stop, they would coax me 
out with bread and butter and then toss me overboard, where I 
would swim to the bottom with a chain around my waist and 
find a rock to hold onto. The wine was delicious. Wish there 
was some wine.

One day, Charlotte sharpened two butcher knives until 
they could split dry angel hair pasta down the middle, and 
she set out into the sand. She walked to the closest grove of 
shape trees, stopping when the cathedral looked like a child’s 
toy and the diner was nothing but a winking gray flash.
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She stood in front of a shape tree and took a knife in 
each hand. She imagined the tree was Mister and that he 
was going to attack someone.

She started breathing heavily. Her mental presence shot 
from the pit of her skull, where it normally coagulated in a 
soup of pain, despair, and panic, to the bright front, where 
it distilled into a shiny penny right between her eyes, a 
little tumor of fierce rage and fierce joy. This was what it 
would feel like to attack him. To surprise him.

She flared her nostrils, lowered her eyes, and began to 
scream.

She whirled beneath the morphing branches. Chopped, 
cut, and slashed. The knives stuck into the wood, splintered, 
then sliced clean through. She hacked at the thin trunk, 
yelling “Die!” every time she connected. She thrashed the 
tree until her arms shook and the tears streamed from her 
eyes so wild that she couldn’t see and became afraid of cut-
ting herself, until the blades of her knives were worn dull, 
until she stood over a pile of thin branches that shriveled 
and writhed beneath her feet like beheaded snakes before 
finally falling still. 

She searched through the rubble until she found a 
branch with a straight section long enough for a throwing 
spear. Back at the diner, she scraped the flaky gray bark 
from the branch with a paring knife and then attached a 
steak knife to the end. She varnished the spear with sticky 
green blood from the swirls, and she practiced throwing it 
until she could hit a target from fifty yards.

Sometimes Mister brought her swirls to cook; some-
times he brought more humans. The humans he brought 
wore strange clothes. Black leather. Skintight suits made 
from colorful synthetics. Charlotte found it difficult to 
wrangle the heavy, floppy corpses of the adult humans. 
She preferred to cook the graceful swirls, whose bodies 
were light and easy to slice. Plantlike. Humans had such 
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hard bones and such heavy organs. They were rich and fat, 
and whenever she had to cook a human, it took ages for 
the thick, lipid smell of smoke to dissipate from the diner 
kitchen, no matter how much she scrubbed.

She returned to the sand often to sit underneath the 
shape trees and watch them twist. She brought her knives 
with her and chopped up a few more of them, cutting them 
back all the way to the root. She licked her own sweat from 
her lips as she danced above the vegetable carnage, dream-
ing that the sweat was Mister’s blood. She never ate the 
roots of the trees, the way Preston had done. For some 
reason the trees revolted her.

I dreamed that I lived next to the sun in a cavern made of 
protected glass. People would come and visit, and I would take 
them through the caverns to a wall of exposed fire—the sun 
itself—and I would tell them the sun’s history. They would 
reach out to the fire with a pair of tongs and grab some of the 
sun’s molten plasma and put it in a jar. They were always more 
excited by the plasma in the jar than the sun right in front of 
their eyes.

Once, when Mister returned, he brought only a single 
infant swirl with him for Charlotte to cook. He seemed 
dejected and miserable, barely able to stand under the 
weight of some deep depression. He went into the cathe-
dral, Charlotte guessed to lie down, but he came out again 
almost immediately and paced back and forth in front of 
the Hole, listless and agitated. 

Now was her chance. She crouched in the shadow of 
the diner, holding her spear, ready to strike.

But before she could, Mister began to paw and snort 
at the ground, kicking away sand and digging with his 
hooves. Furious, he sent sand flying over both shoulders 
until he had carved out several yards square, building a 
bunker to keep the flat space from getting massaged away 
by the Hole. He stamped, packing the sand down hard. 
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And then he began to cut into the square with his head 
blade.

He roared as he cut into the ground as if he were trying 
to kill it, worrying his blade back and forth as if he were 
sawing off a hunk of meat. ’

Then he seemed to slow down and become more care-
ful. As Charlotte watched, the flat part of his head blade 
cut smooth strips and formed intricate curves, until at last 
he patted at the sand with a hoof. He breathed easy, and his 
face relaxed into a deeper mask of calm. 

He stepped away from his creation and looked at it 
from a new angle. Then he looked at the sky, shook him-
self all over from tip to flank, and walked slowly to the 
cathedral, nosing through the door and falling over into 
his straw, exhausted. 

The cathedral door creaked slowly shut behind him, 
and Charlotte broke her spear over her knee, feeling like 
a coward. 

There would be another chance, she told herself.  Don’t 
be stupid. She only had to wait. There was no sense in 
acting before anything less than the perfect opportunity. 
So she tossed the fragments of her spear into the Hole, and 
she ran to see what Mister had created in the sand. 

When she reached the sculpture, it had already begun 
to melt, breaking apart in the ineluctable pull of the sand’s 
one-way tide. But before it disappeared, she got one good 
look. It was a sleeping giant, lying on the ground sur-
rounded by little shape trees that were as small to him as 
blades of grass. On the sleeping giant’s face was a look of 
great nobility and great sadness.

Charlotte’s breath caught at the beauty of the ephem-
eral sand-sculpture, but then she remembered that it was 
Mister who had made it, and she scowled. The sculpture 
broke up altogether, melting into the Hole like a sand castle 
collapsing under a wave. 


