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March 13, 1900


Fort Sill, Oklahoma


 




Gray dust clouds rose up like weary ghosts off the flat, fallow fields around the Comanche reservation. Doors swung in the wind and slammed into the clapboard walls of the shacks as the cavalry troopers rode through. Except for a three-legged dog hell-bent on eating itself, they saw no sign of life.


“I sorely wish I knew where they went, Major,” said Oliver Stickney, the Indian station agent. “It’s not like there’s anywhere for them to go, anymore.”


Major Cawthorne looked fit to break Stickney’s reedy neck, but he turned his fury instead on the silent rider who stopped his painted horse and dismounted beside the slanting shacks that whistled like tuneless flutes in the wind.


“These are your people, Hull!” snarled Cawthorne. “If they’ve gone off the reservation again, it won’t be the old warpath! They’ll be tracked and put down like dogs!”


Inigo Hull stood motionless with his eyes roving the horizon in the failing purple-gray light. His long braided hair, the color of steel dust, brushed back by the wind, revealed the gruesome scars where other men had ears. One weathered, steady hand rested upon the hilt of one of the twin coffin-handled bowie knives in his belt. The other hung perilously close to his sidearm, a .36-caliber, twelve-shot Navy revolver. His finely wrinkled copper face and deep green eyes were unreadable. The words from his unmoving lips galvanized Cawthorne like gunpowder in the Major’s brain.


“If you’d have my help finding them, Major, you’ll treat them just like human beings. But never call them my people.”


Cawthorne spurred his horse to ride up on Hull, but seemed to choose his next words very carefully.
“You’ve been paid well enough to ignore my bad manners, Hull. Mr. Stickney has a peapod for a pecker,” the Major acknowledged the Indian station agent with the slightest of nods, “but he’s right. There’s no frontier to light out for, anymore, so they’re bound to go raiding, again. And hell itself will be shamed by my vengeance, if those goddamned savages spill a single drop of white blood on my watch.”


Hull turned and regarded Cawthorne with a crooked smile. If the Kotsotekas of old had gone on the warpath again, they wouldn’t need Hull to find them. The smoke from their raiding would block out the sun from here to Matamoros. If they had horses and weapons and hope; if they were not two hundred sick old men and women and hungry children who had never known the open plains, then nothing but the whole Union army would stop them. But nothing remained of the proud Comanche band that once ruled the southern plains, only stories in books, and this open grave of a reservation.


Stickney slipped from his stirrups and hurried over to Hull as the irate Major snapped orders at his men. “Please don’t take it hard, Mr. Hull. The Major doesn’t understand them—”


“And you do?”


Stickney flushed and puffed up. “Sir, I love them as I would my own children! The government gives me less every year, but I try to do right by them. They have schools and churches, and land to farm, if they’d only apply themselves to it. I’ve done everything I could to make this a home…”


Hull turned away to look in the unglassed window of the nearest shack. Tin plates and the remains of a day-old hardtack and mush supper sat on the table. In a corner, a bow and a bunch of long, slender arrows leaned against a cracked and faded portrait of Jesus. Piles of discarded clothing—ugly undyed homespun cotton and wool agency garments—lay on the floor, like shed cocoons.


Oklahoma: a Choctaw name, meaning ‘red people’. For the hundreds of thousands of years the Indian had lived in America, only this dry, sour land between Kansas and Texas had gone unclaimed. The Wichita and Pawnee who passed through these parts had all but forgotten the old legends, but they instinctively avoided it. So naturally, for over fifty years, the white man had tried to dump every Indian here, and forget them.


But even the Great White Father’s worst promises could only be kept for so long. Less than a hundred miles away, the Oklahoma settlers, with their fat, unprotected ranches and huge stock herds, pressed ever closer into Indian Territory.


Hull fixed his unblinking eyes on the Indian agent. “A man came from outside and preached, told them stories, taught them new songs.” It was not a question.


Stickney went pale and nodded. “I didn’t think any harm could come of it, but he—”


“They went away to dance on a hill last night, and when the morning came, they were gone.”


“You know this man? Has this happened before?”


Watching the cavalry troopers ransack the shacks, Hull nodded. “Every time they’ve ridden off the reservation, it was because the land was too small, too sour, to live on, and every time they have been punished with worse land, and less of it. And this summer—”


“Yes,” Stickney admitted, “there’s to be a land lottery. They won’t farm it, so someone else will. They won’t grow up. I tell you, if only I could make them see. I admire them and I don’t care who knows it, but they’re like damned children! And now, they’ve run off again.”


“No. They have gone home.”


Hull turned to look on as Major Cawthorne rode over to speak with a gaunt, graying man in a fringed buckskin coat and a long, deep groove of a scar splitting his sallow face from chin to widow’s peak. The older man tipped his slouch hat to Hull as he heard the Major out.


“There is no home for them on the Llano Estacado anymore,” Stickney said, “and nothing but fences in every direction. I tried to make them see—”


“Show me the hill,” Hull said.


“We tried tracking them, Mr. Hull. There’s no sign of them after they gathered on White Widow Mound.”


Hull climbed onto his horse and reined it around to face the open plains, where a single perfect dome of a hill rose above the cottonwood trees two miles to the west. “That’s because they never came down.”


 




* * *


 




Thunderheads rolled down from the north to snuff out the yellow gibbous moon. Searching by lantern light, it took less than an hour to find the hastily buried door into White Widow Mound.


Major Cawthorne had mustered thirty riders and twenty pack mules carrying ordnance, rations and a Hotchkiss revolving cannon on the shoulder of the steep, strangely barren mound. He sat upon his horse and snapped orders at his men, but there was little to do until the scouts returned from inside the mound.


A driving rain soaked them and turned the baked red soil to streaming mud. Arguments cropped up among the troopers over whether the squirming black toads everywhere underfoot had wriggled up out of the earth, or fallen with the downpour.


Hull and Stickney stood away from the others, on the flat summit of the mound, watching the circling patterns of dancing footprints dissolve into mud.


A low, shapeless green-black boulder squatted in the center of the abandoned dancing circle. Eroded down to a humble stub by eons of weather and worshipful hands, the stone bore no sign of its original form or purpose, but Hull stood staring at it in the pelting rain and the guttering light as if he saw much more than a stone, until Cawthorne’s scouts returned, an hour later.


“Those clever devils,” Cawthorne crowed. Grudging respect for his wily foes made his voice sound almost romantic. “There’s no end to their cunning, is there, Roherty?”


Tobin Roherty, the scarred man in the buckskin coat, gobbed a lunger down the shaft. “Any slicker, and they’d have a bushwhacker gunning for us from behind, or better yet, right in our midst.” Roherty tipped his hat again to Inigo Hull. “So this hill’s got holes in it. But they ain’t gophers. More than likely, it comes out in a canyon or another such anthill, somewhere in a day’s ride. Have your scouts fan out and run them down.”


“Mr. Hull doesn’t seem to think so,” Cawthorne snapped. “And my scouts couldn’t find any passage but the one that goes down.”


“This is a remarkable discovery,” Stickney babbled. “I studied anthropology in Chicago, and wrote my dissertation on the Hopewell Mound culture. I postulated contact with southwestern and Aztec cultures, but I never dreamed their empire stretched so far…”


Hull said, “You have no idea how far this empire stretched, or how deep. You think this land is new and easily won, but it is older than anything you can imagine, and your people have not yet begun to pay for it.”


Stickney shivered and turned away from Hull, which was just as well. The half-breed had lived with bigotry all his life, but found he had still less patience for those who put the red man on a pedestal.


Hull had led men he trusted into this darkness before, and always returned alone. If he had to go one last time, he could not ask for better company.


Hull knew Major Randolph Cawthorne by reputation. Ten years ago in the 7th Cavalry, Cawthorne won a Medal of Honor for his service at Wounded Knee. He must believe history was repeating itself just to make him a colonel.


Tobin Roherty, the last of the old Texas scalphunters, ran down and harvested more than eight hundred arguably Apache trophies before no less a hand than Geronimo’s had split his face with an axe. They’d both chased the same bounties more than a few times, and Hull had found him to be somewhat less of a blood-simple butcher than legend had it, and maybe even a better shootist. He tracked the infamous Green Gang to their nest in Locustville, but burned them out rather than bring them back for the bounty, when he learned what they really were…but that was a long time ago. Last Hull heard, Roherty was touring Europe with a circus, yet here he was. He probably thought this job would be even easier.


The Pawnee scouts reported that the tunnel turned in a tight spiral within the mound, and continued downwards on a steep, paved slope, with no branching tunnels. They had turned back when the tunnel abruptly opened on a cavern too large for their torchlight to reach the far wall.


Cawthorne ordered his men to dismount and lead their horses. The first horse balked, then reared and kicked a handler’s teeth in, when he tried to drag it into the mound. “Smart horse, put him in charge,” someone said. Uneasy laughter ran down the column.


“Congratulations, ladies,” Cawthorne shouted. “You’ve all been busted down to infantry!”


Grumbling men stripped the gear off their horses and formed a marching column.


“We will go down this road on foot to wherever it leads,” Cawthorne barked, “and we will bring the marauding Comanche to heel. We will not be cowed by tall tales or Ghost Dance horseshit from the diligent pursuit of our duty. We will return the fugitives to their homes, or we will leave their scalps at the gates of Hell.”


The troopers raised a querulous cheer and began to file into the narrow tunnel. The mules brayed and bit each other, but followed the men out of the rain and into the deeper dark.


Stickney carried a carpetbag and a canteen, but no weapons. “Someone must plead the case of sanity. And if Cawthorne won’t listen, at least he’ll restrain himself, with witnesses present.”


“You should stay,” Hull said. “Someone will have to stay behind to watch for the preacher when he comes back for more.”


Stickney shrugged. “Nobody here needs me.”


Hull led his horse down from the peak and handed its reins to a cavalry sergeant. A pouch of jerky, a stick of chalk and a bandolier of rifle bullets were all he took from his saddlebags.


His hand went to a blue-gray coin on a rawhide thong around his neck. As Stickney watched it in the moonlight, the star-shaped coin twisted and twirled, and strained towards the open tunnel.


“After you, Mr. Hull,” Tobin Roherty snarled, cutting a deep bow at the mouth of the tunnel. “I’ll just bet you know the way.”


 




* * *


 




October 20, 1890


Mt. Shasta, California


 




In the last flare of failing sunlight, the snow-capped flanks of the Trinity Mountains were transformed into a vast black beast, shaggy with pine forests and bristling with claws and fangs of jagged lava rock. Worlds away from the played-out goldfields, the fenced-off ranches and respectable boomtowns downstate, the country here was still so wild, it was the only place where the Union Army was forced to admit it lost a war to redskins. This was no place to live or get rich, but there was no end of places to hide.


“You sure this is the right place?” Captain Boyer shouted back up the pass at the grizzled, silver-haired scout as their posse picked its way down the loose scree and jutting boulders that choked the winding trail into the nameless alpine valley.


Hull surveyed the mountains rearing up all around them like waves on an angry ocean, and spat tobacco juice at the moon. “This is where it was,” he replied.


“Well, damn my over-civilized eyes,” Boyer said. He took up his field glasses and lensed the tapering valley below. “I see nothing but dirt.” He said it wonderingly, as if nobody had told him it would be so.


“See there,” Hull pointed down at the broad, featureless field of raw, red-brown earth, three acres across, and eight deep. “That low place there was the main drag. And that stub of a post with a rag at the top…that’s a flagpole. It was on the roof of the hotel.”


Captain Boyer lowered his glasses and turned to study Hull the way they all did, the first time they thought he was pulling their leg. Hull made a stone mask of his face, and hoped Boyer had heard the stories about the cavalry officers who had chosen not to believe Inigo Hull.


When the rest of his platoon had caught up and the pack wrangler had cursed the last of his mules up over the pass, Boyer rode recklessly down the shifting defile and into the empty valley. Hull followed close behind, reining his painted mare back when her hooves sank into the soft, freshly turned earth.


Unlike everything else in this part of the country, the town of Tolerance was not founded by the victors or victims of the goldfields. No one knew who claimed the land or built the perfect little mountain town, but the whispered word had gone out to every corner of the west, that there was a place where everyone was welcome, and any man or woman who could work would be given a stake. The luckless losers, the mudsills and misfits, children of slaves, the Mex peasants and the Indians fled the dying silver towns and feudal ranches and fenced-in reservations to come start over.


Never did the name appear in any newspaper or advertising circular, and no map showed the town; but the rumors and gossip set thousands to searching, until the word began to turn sour as most gave up, or were never heard from again. Only last winter did Hull learn from an old fellow cavalry scout that there was such a place, and where it was hidden.


Hull was hot to get there, but he got waylaid by other work. He was still half-starved and badly frostbitten from hunting the Wendigo of Wind River a week before, but he rode out of Wyoming after a vivid dream of the earth eating a house filled with children. His worst suspicions had been justified, but he feared that this trap had only been sprung by his approach.


Captain Boyer dismounted and stood at the foot of the half-buried flagpole. He took his hat off, but not to salute the mud-caked rag of Old Glory. He fanned his pale face and swore as Hull dropped from his saddle to join him.


“Stage driver said the town was gone,” Boyer said, “but I never took it to mean…literally gone…”


“The mountains hereabouts are hollow,” Hull said, “rotten with lava tubes. The town was buried, but the people have been taken below.”


“Surely we won’t find survivors down there—”


“If we move fast, we can pick up their trail.”


“This wasn’t an Indian raid, Mr. Hull. The Modocs are long gone. It was a landslide. There could be survivors in the hills. Watkins,” he called to his sergeant. “Detail three search parties—”


Hull spat discreetly and muttered in the Captain’s ear, “You send them out, they’ll never come back.” Boyer turned a withering stare on him, but Hull had felt worse. “Look around you, Captain.” Hull tried to keep the steel from his voice, but his patience was wearing thin, and he couldn’t begin to explain what they were facing. “Look at the peaks and the hills above us. There’ve been no snows and no quakes here, this season. This town was buried.”


Boyer wisely held his tongue, turning to set a detail digging around the flagpole.


They had only just plunged their shovels into the soft soil when they heard the tolling of the bell.


The leaden clangor rolled down the desolate valley like a death-knell for the five hundred and eighteen souls of Tolerance, California, but steadily rose from the measured tones of mourning into an unhinged jangling, to a sustained shriek of metallic insanity.


With Boyer and his men still casting about for the source, Hull leapt into the saddle and rode up the far slope to a spur of rusty red lava rock overlooking the sad, empty valley.


Perched atop the outcropping was a humble whitewashed chapel with a crooked steeple. The woods crowded up close behind it in a dense, black picket line. Higher and louder, the bell rang and rang.


Hull slipped his Sharps buffalo rifle out of its scabbard as he leapt from his horse behind a sturdy pine. He felt no one watching him, but he itched all over with the sense that he was going into this like a hand into a glove.


Captain Boyer rode up and ordered his men to secure the chapel. The young officer’s excitement was like a wet cat in his pants. A self-described Indian expert, he’d eaten up all the dime novels and fabulist lies packaged as histories at West Point, and no doubt relished the chance to test his mettle against them.


The narrow windows of the chapel were boarded up from within, and the doors, though battered and separated from their hinges, stood up to his shoulder. Pews and broken lumber were stacked against them, but Boyer’s men easily forced them open.


The bell fell silent.


They blundered into the chapel expecting to find no one alive, but they found no one and nothing at all. A sinkhole twenty feet across gaped in the rough-hewn knotty pine floor, which had given way beneath the besieged parishioners’ feet.


Hull crossed the empty chapel with his rifle in one hand and his pistol drawn in the other. He approached the pit and looked down, seeing only splintered debris on the floor of a plunging lava tube. Warily circling the pit, he peered up into the steeple. A flutter of gingham skirt caught his eye, and then the barrel of a shotgun winked and blasted at him.


Hull rolled behind a pew. Three troopers returned fire into the steeple. Their bullets rang the bell and sent a slim girl’s body tumbling out of the steeple to crash on the pulpit.


Boyer charged into his men’s sights and almost got himself cut in two. “Cease fire, damn it!”


Hull approached the girl. She was scarcely older than thirteen, and quite pretty, by white men’s standards, before she was scalped. Her naked skull wept in sympathy with the delta of blood pooling around her midriff, where her hand clutched a grievous belly wound like a bouquet of wet red roses.


“Why the hell did you shoot at us, girl?” Boyer demanded. His eyes were as wet and red as her belly.


“He… He s-s-said…” her breath hitched and rattled in her chest, but she struggled to sit up and reach out. Boyer sought to steady her, but she pushed him aside to point at Hull. “He said…you’d come…too late…”


“Easy, girl,” Boyer murmured, lifting her head to drink from his canteen. Hull moved to stop him, but it hardly mattered. She was bleeding to death. “Where’s everyone gone? What happened to your people?”


“End times coming…judgment trump sounded deep in the ground. Preacher called us to church…town got swallowed up… Devils come up out of the earth and beat on the doors, but he said we’d be safe, so long as we followed him. He took us down where we’d be safe, but…yonder hole goes straight down to Hell… He took me aside and…” She brushed the sticky dome of bone where her hair had been and drifted off until Boyer shook her. “Preacher, he said to wait on that one…” Her bloody finger pointed at Hull.


Hull asked, “What did he say?”


“Father Malachai, he said…” Her eyes were cloudy glass beads, her breath cold puffs of mist, as if she lived only to deliver this message. “He said…if you hurry…he might let you catch him.”


Relief flooded her face
as she died.


“There’s no way in hell we’re going down there,” Boyer gasped. His eyes were wide, but saw nothing. The darkness and enclosed space of the lava tube had already stolen his nerve.


“We have no choice,” Hull answered. “Your men outside are all dead.”


“The hell you say—” Boyer and his men ran for the door, but Hull seized his arm. “How do you know all this, damn you, if you’re not a part of it?”


Sergeant Watkins charged outside, fired once, then screamed. A pattering like hailstones pelted the walls and roof of the chapel.


“They’ll kill you just as quick,” Hull said, “if you try to run. If they offer to spare your life, don’t take them up on it.”


The other two troopers fired out the cracks in the windows. “There’s nothing out there! What do we do?”


Boyer clutched at Hull’s arm. “What’s out there, damn it? What are they?”


“Once they were men like yourself, who had all that men could wish for. Now, they are much more than men, and much less than human.”


Hull tossed a rope down into the pit and tied it to the pulpit. “You can take your chances outside, or follow me. But choose quickly…the church is on fire.”


 




* * *


 




March 14, 1900


White Widow Mound, Oklahoma


 




They marched through coiling tunnels like the spiral of an infinite snail shell. They followed fresh footprints in soft green sand through a vast cathedral of a cavern hung with glittering crystal chandeliers, and descended a tapering chimney with treacherous switchbacks carved into its metamorphic walls.


As the hours dragged out and the tangible darkness and pregnant silence began to take its toll, the troopers left off with their raucous songs and idle talk, for the cascades of distorting echoes made them uneasy, and surely announced their position.


They emerged in a massive natural amphitheatre lit by huge, bumbling fireflies. Refilling their canteens at a brook meandering among colossal stalagmite towers, they caught fistfuls of blind albino crayfish, and then repented of it when they turned vicious. When they compared maps and compass readings, needles spun wildly, then fixated on some random point, only to drift and spin without rhyme or reason. Cawthorne declared that they’d marched seventeen miles, though how deep they were, no one could hazard a guess.


Hull and the three Pawnee scouts spread out to find the walls and any exits. Hull returned first, having chalked a descending passage bearing recent smoke-stains, when Stickney spotted him consulting his weird coin.


Another scout shouted for the Major. He led them to a blind niche in the cavern wall. Tucked away inside it was the ravaged corpse of an old Comanche woman. She lay naked and gutted from neck to pelvis with her entrails carefully laid out upon her hands. A black circle drawn around the body seemed to hold at bay the bloated black toads that sprawled around its border as if worshipping the murdered woman.


“Savages don’t take long to turn on each other, do they?” brayed Tobin Roherty.


“This was no cold-blooded murder,” Stickney piped up. “The forced march probably killed her. Notice how little blood was spilled. This all happened after she died. If I’m not mistaken, it’s a form of divination, isn’t it, Mr. Hull? Haruspexes in ancient Rome would read animal entrails to discern the will of the gods, and Aztecs would do the same with human prisoners—”


Cawthorne lifted the heart out of the dead woman’s hand and threw it into the stream. “I’ve had quite enough of your history lectures, Mr. Stickney. It matters not a whit what they hope to gain by this barbarity. It only matters that they’re slowing down.” Cawthorne wiped his bloody hand on the Indian agent’s cheek. “It’s still warm, isn’t it?”


Stickney shook with rage. “Major, if they’re so committed to this pilgrimage, how do you propose to peaceably bring back two hundred Indians, with only thirty men?”


Cawthorne didn’t deign to answer, but Tobin Roherty cackled and replied, “I reckon we brought more than two hundred bullets.”


The other two scouts returned then, with one hanging on the other’s arm. His face was swollen and drooping with his left eye closed over. His left arm hung limp at his side. “Spiders bit him,” said his mate. Mindful of the balance of morale, Cawthorne refused to let the Pawnee ride one of the mules, but let him have a few good pulls of whiskey before they set out.


Mopping his face with a handkerchief, Stickney jogged to catch up to Inigo Hull, who walked on ahead to stay out of the troopers’ torchlight.


“I heard the agent I replaced tell stories about the Ghost Dance, and I couldn’t help but wonder about this ritual they did on the mound. This was some new kind of Ghost Dance, that happened here, wasn’t it?”


“Not like the Ghost Dance at all. If their hearts are set upon the Backward Path, and they are willing to pay its price, then
this
dance will work.”


“But it’s madness! Surely they can’t really believe magic will save them—”


“Nothing else has worked. Is Walking Tree still the chief of the Kotsotekas?”


“He died just this past winter, I’m sorry to say. Pneumonia.”


Hull took off his hat. “Walking Tree was always a coward. But he might have stopped this. The man who led them away, did you see him?”


“I did, briefly…”


“What do you remember about him?”


The question threw Stickney into a long pause. He hesitated, as if trying to recall a long-ago dream. “I was quite taken in by him. A grandfatherly fellow, but you know, it’s odd, I can’t quite recall what he looked like… Well-spoken, charming. He was hardly a firebrand like Wovoka or Tenskwatawa. He was a half-Cherokee Baptist minister, according to his papers. Wanted to preach the gospel to the Kotsotekas, so I let him.


“Of course, when they left their homes in the dead of night to carry on under the full moon, I was afraid…for them, of course. Every attempt to revive the old ways only stirs up trouble.”


“Did you hear the songs? What was the name they chanted, when the chanting turned to screams?”


“How did you know—?” Stickney started, but the effort of keeping pace with Hull’s long, driven stride forced him to save the breath. Halting, he blurted out, “Sadogwa, or something like it. That’s what they were calling out, over that hideous stone on the mound. Sadogwa.”


Hull whirled on him with such heat that Stickney flinched. “Sounds carry down here,” the half-breed hissed. “And something is always listening.”


 




* * *


 




They scurried through narrow fissures like bubbles blown in the living rock, and marched on broad, buckled causeways like misplaced fragments of the Appian Way. Cawthorne ordered brief rests whenever the terrain allowed, but none of the men seemed willing or able to relax. Though gripped by an oppressive, moody silence, they seemed to have lost the rhythms of sleep and exhaustion, and shuffled ever deeper into the earth with the fatalistic dread of men lost in dreams.


For nowhere but in dreams could there be any place like this. They descended a spiraling trail that wound around an inverted castle of onion dome stalactites and fluted minarets that hung from the roof of a seemingly bottomless pit. They slogged over a desert of quartz spires with jagged facets that sliced their boots. The men wrapped bandanas over their mouths to filter out the razor-edged dust stirred up by their passage.


Where the crystalline floor became as clear as ice, they tried not to look at the squirming, blinking things trapped within it. Four of the mules dropped dead in their traces, vomiting blood in the crimson hoofprints of the pack train. Nobody complained or demanded that they return to the surface. Nobody spoke at all, if they could help it.


Presently, they emerged into a cavern so vast that its far walls were lost in a lurid blue glow, and Cawthorne ordered the lamps and torches doused. Some of the men gave a numb cheer, for they believed they had escaped from the caves and found the surface.


“Damn you lop-eared nimrods,” Roherty jeered, “if that’s the moon, you can call me Crazy Horse.”


The gloom was saturated rather than dispelled by a coldly glowing cobalt sphere some miles in diameter, hanging in a vault of glowering stone clouds. Great screeching flocks of birdlike things swept by overhead—misshapen cousins to bats, eyeless, white and bigger than pelicans.


The floor of the cavern dropped away in sweeping terraces to a boundless plain of shifting blue shadows. Sparks and green gas-jet fired in the murky distance suggesting the impossible silhouette of a city.


By Cawthorne’s count, they had marched for thirty miles. The dazed troopers stumbled over the summit and took the switchback trail down the mountain. In the lead, Hull froze and motioned for the column to seek cover. Roherty and Cawthorne joined him where he knelt behind a boulder.


“We are not alone,” Hull said.


Roherty drew his celebrated silver Colt Enforcers and brashly leapt out from cover. “It’s about time you cowards showed your faces—holy shit!”


“I can’t see anything,” Cawthorne shouted. “Where are they?”


“Everywhere,” Hull said, and as their eyes adjusted to the indigo gloom, the others saw he was right.


The terraced mountainside was crowded with human forms—hundreds of men and women bent over irrigated paddies to tend a bumper crop of deformed, fleshy vegetables studded with jewel-like, idiot eyes.


The freakish fruits of their harvest were gathered in huge lead carts, which descended the mountains on tracks, like cable cars. The laborers were naked but for the filth of their work, pale skins almost translucent in the unwholesome blue twilight. Most were ravaged by and bore terrible, unhealed wounds, and many were missing limbs; but their clever masters had grafted shears, shovels, rakes and cleavers to the stumps. One and all, they wore rawhide leather masks, tied taut over their faces with no holes for eyes or mouth.


Tobin Roherty stood surrounded by them, yet unmolested, unnoticed. Wonderingly, he cuffed a blind, silent worker with one of his guns, and chuckled when it went on with its mute labor. “You all see something fishy, in this picture?”


“They wouldn’t believe me!” Cawthorne drew his saber and stalked along the ranks of oblivious slaves. “Nobody would listen, when I tried to show them what these red devils are capable of! These are white men!”


Stickney approached Hull. “They’re in some sort of mesmeric trance. I’ve heard tales of such cases from Haiti.”


“There’s no saving them,” Hull replied. “The Empire of K’n-Yan was built upon the labor of the dead.”


“Rest easy, son,” Cawthorne said to a kneeling male slave, “we’ve come to save you.” Slashing the leather straps holding the mask on the slave’s head, the major parted the mask and ripped it away.


The slave’s head tilted back as if to gasp for air and take in the dim blue light, but he could do neither.


His mouth and nostrils were stitched shut with sinew thread. His eyes had been scooped out, and the sockets stuffed with quartz crystals that reflected the blue light in a glittering mockery of life. Tufts of blonde hair wafted away from the slave’s rotting scalp like molted feathers.


Cawthorne went limp with shock. The unseeing slave returned to work. His saber shook at his side as he looked over the armies of hooded slaves on all the terraces below. “Remember this abomination, boys, when you have those savages in your sights. This is what they’ll do to you and yours!”


Suddenly, he whipped around and hacked with his saber. The slave’s severed head tumbled into the foamy black water, while the headless corpse went on reaping.


“Sergeant Jarvis! Assemble the Hotchkiss gun.”


Hull tried to stop him. “We should press on. The y’m-bhi will harm no one if we leave them to their work…”


“Their work! They’ve taken white slaves! They’ve butchered and bewitched them and made a mockery of death!” Cawthorne drove Hull to the edge of the path with his saber thrust out, as if he meant to run the bounty hunter through. “Damn your half-savage blood if the sight of this atrocity doesn’t make it boil!”


Hull took hold of the officer and shoved him back until he almost tripped over the headless slave. “The Comanche did not do this, Major. We are not in America anymore. We have wandered into the capital of an empire older than Christ, and greater than Britain or Rome. Its territories reached under the seas, and down to the fiery heart of the earth. It fell into ruin eons ago, but this city lives still, for death is but one of its conquered kingdoms.”


All had fallen silent to hear Inigo Hull, though he lowered his booming voice in sudden respect for the toiling dead all around them. “This is Tsath, the capital of the Unseen Empire of K’n-Yan. And we are alive only so long as we amuse them.”


Cawthorne looked around, but saw only the frightened faces of the living, surrounded by the faceless dead. “Where’s my cannon, Sergeant?”


“She’s dancin’ if you’re askin’, sir,” Jarvis called from the end of the train. The five-barreled machine gun rested on its wheels at the top of the mountain. Jarvis and one of the Pawnee scouts stood at the ready.


Even Major Cawthorne seemed to reconsider his rash order, when Sergeant Jarvis cried out, “You red bastard, you’ve stabbed me!”


Jarvis grappled with the spider-bit Pawnee scout, who drove a bayonet into the Sergeant’s belly as he roared an incoherent oath—”Iä, Sadogwa! N’ggah kthn y’hulhu!” The cysts in his eyes and throat burst and overflowed with tiny newborn spiders.


Jarvis shrieked and clawed the venomous swarm out of his face. The scout took the grips of the Hotchkiss revolving cannon. His eyes were weeping holes, but he scarcely needed to see the pack train and the idling cavalry troopers to rake them point-blank with five spinning barrels of piston-driven lead.


Four men and eight mules burst like wine kegs, while the surviving pack train bolted down the mountain. The troopers threw themselves behind the only available cover, among the rows of hooded slaves.


At such close range, the heavy shells chopped down the y’m-bhi like so much standing deadwood. Five more troopers were slaughtered before the posse rallied and cut down the infested scout. It took two of them to pry his dead, venom-swollen hands off the grips of the empty Hotchkiss gun.


Cawthorne swiftly took charge, ordering men to dress out the dead mules for meat and divide up the contents of their panniers, then detailed three men to take the Hotchkiss gun, though the last ammunition belts had run away with the pack train.


Stickney had cowered behind a dead mule through the shooting. Now he climbed over corpses to tug Cawthorne’s sleeve. “Major, please, send the scouts back to the surface for reinforcements if you want to fight a war, but our orders are to find the Comanche.”


Cold as an undertaker reading a bill, Cawthorne said, “Take your hand off me and get the hell out of my sight, or I’ll have you shot.”


“Look yonder, rubes!” Tobin Roherty pointed over their shoulders at the undead armies on the terrace. “I think we finally woke these boys up, Major.”


The y’m-bhi hordes had silently regrouped, and suddenly took hold of three troopers and summarily tore them apart. Relentless talons of naked bone shredded wailing soldiers and trampled their remains to get at the panicked survivors.


Surrounded by walls of groping hands, the company turned their backs to each other and fired into the shambling slaves, but their bullets only punched bloodless holes in unfeeling flesh. The circle collapsed under the sheer weight of bodies piling on top of them. The switchback trail down the mountainside vanished under a black tide of silent, faceless killers.


Tobin Roherty leapt up onto the shoulders of the fumbling dead and hopped from one to the next, firing into the mob and howling a wild rebel yell.


Hull unsheathed his bowie knives and hacked a clearing out of the forest of dead flesh all around himself, then ran along the edge of the uppermost terrace, shoving y’m-bhi slaves off the edge or into the paddies. Oliver Stickney and a Pawnee scout followed him, leaping over the limbless grotesques Hull left flopping in his wake.


Hull beheaded a slave, gutted another and crushed the skull of a third with the pommel of his other knife, shoving the broken bodies into the path of their fellows, sending them tumbling at his feet. Without pausing to press the advantage, Hull leapt into a harvester’s cart and drew his Navy revolver.


“Hull, wait!” Stickney hollered. “For the love of mercy, wait—” He dove headfirst into the cart just as Hull shot the brake cable. The Pawnee scout leapt for the falling cart but it dropped out from under him so quickly that the leaden edge caught his legs and sent him spinning head over heels into the shredding claws of the y’m-bhi.


The cart gained terrible speed as it roared down the mountainside, flying past terraces and smashing away the grasping slaves that blocked the track. Stickney was flattened against the wall of the cart, while Hull clung to the prow and braced himself to shoot crawling slaves off the tracks.


When the cart slammed into the track’s terminus, Hull leapt clear and rolled to a safe distance in the blue sand. Stickney was flung out of the cart in a flurry of crushed vegetables and landed badly on his right arm.


They lay on a subtly glowing desert plain on the desolate outskirts of a metropolis of onyx and obsidian, of towers, domes and pyramids to dwarf any under the sun; yet also a necropolis, unruined but seemingly uninhabited, and lit by unblinking, cold blue fires.


“Where are we?” Stickney moaned. “Is this hell?”


Hull grimly set the Indian agent’s broken forearm before he thought to reply. By then, Stickney was just delirious enough to accept his answer.


“Yes. But it is also home.”


 




* * *


 




May 3, 1868


Fort Fetterman, Wyoming


 




The rising sun shone like a golden eye of judgment on the Platte River plains, but until this morning, the rain had beat down on the red ground around Fort Fetterman for nineteen days. It was weather only fit for redskins, but Colonel Hemphill had insisted on riding at the earliest break in the storm. His prize white mare sank into the sucking mud fifty yards out of the gates and nearly drowned the Colonel.


Before they could dig the mare out, the dawn patrol had come galloping in with a lost girl they’d found on the trail.


 




* * *


 




“Now, you just take a good long look,” Barney Farquhar said to the girl, “and you speak right up if you recognize any of these bad boys.”


Smiling eagerly, Farquhar dangled the flyblown bunch of severed redskin heads for the girl, twisting the knotted ropes of hair in his grubby fist so she could see each face up close as it swiveled past her glazed, empty eyes.


“Leave her be, Barney,” the ruddy-faced sergeant said, shoving the bounty hunter out the door, and waving away the rest of the rabble who’d come to eyeball the girl. “She ain’t pickin’ none of your rotten fruit today. All of you vultures, make yourselves scarce!”


The girl was starved and bloodied and scared out of her mind, with brambles and thorns woven into her hair. She belonged with the last wagon train that left the fort for Oregon, three weeks ago. She told the men who found her that their guide led them into the Rockies, and that “the mountains ate them up.” She would say no more, but the wound carved into her palm—parallel zigzag lines like a lightning bolt curling on itself, or a serpent eating its tail—was a silent scream that haunted the half-breed scout who found her.


Corporal Hull slouched in the doorway of the fort’s telegraph office and watched Sergeant Truscott try to coax the girl out of her trance with a peppermint stick. He had never seen anyone look so lost, but he knew more than most, how she probably felt. Once, not so long ago, he had also wandered into a fort with all of his life torn away.


He was born and raised a Comanche of the Kotsotekas, the warlike rulers of the southern plains from Kansas to Mexico. His mother died giving birth to him and he never knew his father, but every man in the tribe was his father until he was thirteen.


When he returned from his first buffalo hunt, he found the camp hysterical with mourning. The chief had been killed and mutilated in his sleep, and the shaman lost in madness after an evil dream. The new chief, a callow brave named Walking Tree who feared and despised Hull, called him a curse sent by the devils under the earth. The Kotsotekas cast Hull out with a buckskin bag full of white papers he couldn’t read, and a bloody blue wool coat. No other tribe would accept him, so he set out east for Fort Cobb.


The papers he carried identified him as the only son of Cadmus Hull, a Union Cavalry lieutenant and notorious deserter and renegade. He earned his keep as an interpreter and horse-breaker. No man on the post was his father, yet they taught him much until he turned sixteen, and enlisted him as a cavalry scout. Though they never quite trusted him, they gave him work and a path to manhood.


At the bleeding edge of the settled frontier, Fort Fetterman oversaw the split of the Oregon and California Trails, and skirmished almost daily with one or another of five hostile tribes. While the Civil War raged back east, the wagon trains had flowed out of Fetterman like lemmings off a cliff into the lawless wilderness. Native scouts outnumbered the rank-and-file infantry, and the Indians raided the wagons without fear. But with the end of the war, the Union had turned its undiluted wrath upon the southern Plains Indians, and beat them into accepting a treaty that would relocate them all to the badlands between Kansas and Texas. In another year, the railroad would join the east with California, and the wagon trails would become cornfields and stockyards, enclosed in fences from sea to shining sea.


Hull knew that, out here, your place in the world could be ripped out from under you in less than a breath. You could get right with it however it all panned out, or you could go mad looking for the hidden hand that kept tearing it apart.


Hull stepped outside and watched the traffic passing through the fort and the trading post. He stuck close to the office, because they’d be sent out soon to find the girl’s people.


The fair weather had set many trains to hastily setting out, despite the saturated ground. Their wheels bogged down and flung cakes of blood-red mud skyward as they passed through the open stockade gate. Greenhorns and religious fanatics on the trains might still get themselves killed, even without the natives’ help.


A stranger surprised him. One moment Hull was alone on the creaking boardwalk outside the office door, and the next, a hand fell on his shoulder.


Hull couldn’t say later, whether he’d heard him speak first, or just felt his presence and turned around. And what he heard—or what he thought he’d heard—left him flummoxed.


The words in his ear were a strange chain of sounds that no human tongue ought to be able to string together. And yet he thought he understood them, for he heard, in his mind, “The Road Below is open, boy. Will you come home, now?”


Corporal Hull guardedly looked at the man, searching for some familiar sign, but he’d never seen this man before, and he was not Comanche.


Rawboned and compact, with white hair cropped just above the collar of his fringed buckskin shirt and tucked under a black, broad-brimmed drover’s hat, the stranger looked more than half white. At first he appeared not much older than Hull, with a broad brow and sharply chiseled cheekbones, but the wrinkles around his cobalt blue eyes were spider-webs with centuries trapped in them. His teeth were long and yellow, and finely etched with geometric symbols.


When Hull locked eyes with the stranger, he shrank inside himself as the stranger grew, until Hull was like a swaddled baby on a cradleboard, or a man buried up to his neck in the sand. The face of the stranger looked down on him was like the sun, beams radiating from his eyes seeming to shine right through his skull, and everything Hull was, everything he knew, was laid bare and stolen away.


Suddenly, they were just two men standing together in a muddy fort. Hull’s brain somersaulted in his skull. He reached out to a post and clung to it until his knees stopped shaking.


“What did you say to me?” Hull asked.


The stranger’s smile turned sad, and he gave Hull a pitying shrug as he passed by, saying, “I mistook you for someone else. Good day, my son.”


Hull stared after the stranger, until he heard the sergeant shout and the chow bell ring an alarm.


Barging into the office, Hull nearly got run over by a bellowing Sergeant Truscott. “Murder! A girl’s been murdered in our midst! Shut that damned gate!”


Beyond Truscott, Hull saw the girl from the wagon train splayed out across the desk. In the middle of the telegraph office, in less than a few minutes, someone had cut her open from neck to crotch and filled her hands with her heart and liver.


Only then did Hull notice the bright red handprint on his shoulder, where the stranger had touched him.


Hull ran out onto the quadrangle, searching the sea of faces. A crowd massed at the office door, and the men at the gates were cursing in rounds. A wagon drawn by two oxen with a Mormon elder at the reins was bogged down in the gateway, and a gang of soldiers and civilians had been pressed to push it out of the mud. Hull saw a flash of dancing buckskin fringe among the mob. He dropped to one knee to see the smiling stranger duck under the wagon and slip out through the open gates.


“Stop that man!” Hull ran through the gates with his pistol drawn. He heard a great splash just beyond the open gate. He thought of the sea of sucking mud outside, and smiled.


The mud trapped his boots and he slid to a stop just outside the fort. The next wagon was hundreds of yards down the washed-out road, and no man or beast was anywhere in sight, except the sinking hindquarters of the colonel’s unfortunate horse.


A bottomless lake of red ooze stretched out to the right of the trail. Hull got up and trudged to its unstable shore, bent and plucked the black drover’s hat off the surface. A few bubbles broke through the stubborn scum, but of the stranger, he saw no other sign.


 




* * *


 




With the Indian relocation going full steam down south, a full company couldn’t be spared to run down the vanished wagon train. Hull and two Delaware scouts—Barking Bird and Left-Handed Jim—rode west on the Oregon Trail ahead of an expected party led by Colonel Hemphill, as soon as his new horse arrived from back east.


They rode west for a week, stopping at trading posts and wagon camps beside every swollen stream. Nobody had seen or heard of the missing train, but everyone had a tale of someone who had dropped off the face of the earth, in these parts. The Indians and settlers blamed each other with a blind symmetry that hinted at some invisible third party in the middle, craftier and crueler than either of its neighbors.


The old, half-blind French mother of the trading post agent at Goshen Hole set to cursing in her native tongue when she squinted at the crude sketch Hull showed around. She told him that the white-haired, blue-eyed half-breed had called himself Honest John. He came through preaching the End of Days and led a flock of scared settlers and Cheyenne Indians up onto a hilltop to be lifted to Rapture. In the morning, they were gone, every soul, including her mother, sisters and brothers. The trader told Hull she was crazy. Honest John the preacher was a local legend that, if true at all, had occurred around 1810.


Hull and the Delawares rode out of the grasslands and into the dry steppes of the Laramie Mountains, past wind-carved castles eroded to reveal the trapped bones of petrified thunder lizards. The sun beat down so hard that if you stood still, your shadow would burn into the rocks.


Two days into the high country, they found the mark.


It was carved into a lightning-struck oak with its roots snarled around a boulder the size of a house. If Hull had not committed the crude symbol to memory until he saw it with his eyes closed, he might have missed it, and the hidden trail it pointed out of the jumbled, jagged rocks.


The trail was cut with fresh wagon tracks, and took them up a sandy creek bed in the shadow of Black Mountain, where the Oregon Trail first began to climb in earnest up the eastern face of the Rockies. None of the scouts knew of any overland pass hereabouts. There were countless places to get lost, stuck or ambushed.


Hull and the Delawares doggedly picked their way up the steep trail, then followed it into a rocky downward draw that meandered for two miles before ending in a box canyon. The walls loomed outward as they climbed nearly a hundred feet with no exit, but Hull was sure they’d come to the right place. When he dismounted, he began to see the jagged symbols chiseled in the sandstone everywhere he looked. In the lee of a boulder above the trail, he found a broken boot heel in a young lady’s size, and a shard of bloody rock that she or someone else must’ve used to cut the image in her palm.


But the trail ended here, and no wagon train. No blood or spent bullets, so signs of a struggle. Whatever she had seen had not ended here. Hull went to the wall and ran his hands over the weathered granite, probing every natural facet and carved symbol until his numb, bloodied fingers found a seam that somehow felt like the handle of a door.


When he tugged at it, the entire face of the wall swung like a bank vault door on hidden hinges that gave not a groan until it revealed a cylindrical shaft, thirty feet in diameter, boring down into the mountain.


Before they even debated whether or not to enter it, the three scouts stood before the open door without speaking or looking at each other. White men might have known fear of the unknown that only fired their curiosity and crazy, perverse courage. But all of them had heard tales of what lay beneath the earth, and to the Indians, it was more frightening than Hell. The white man believed that bad souls went below the ground when they died to be punished. The Comanche believed that men had come up out of the earth at the beginning. Hell is all the more frightening, if one has escaped it once, already.


At last, Hull spurred his buckskin stallion over the threshold. The tunnel’s unpaved floor was smoother than any white man’s road, and sloped gently downward as it delved deeper into the mountain. The Delawares followed only after Hull taunted them, but his excitement masked a creeping dread sensation that something below wanted them to come.


The tunnel led them down for almost another mile, before they reached a massive natural cavern. The torchlit walls seemed to crawl with ornately carved snakes and stranger legless things of the earth and sea, far more complex and obscene than the crude imitations outside. Hidden among the crazed bas-reliefs were the handholds of ladders, which Hull traced up to recessed cliff-houses tucked under the dripping, vaulted ceiling. They were of the Anasazi type found all over the Southwest, but much older, and hewn out of the black basalt walls, rather than built out of bricks.


Everywhere they walked, the floor was crusted with black-red blood.


Hull led the terrified scouts around the walls of the cavern, and found a steeply descending passage. A chill wind that reeked of carrion blew away their hats and snuffed their torches.


Hull heard a wet crunching, and felt a spray of hot wetness across his face. Jim screamed and galloped off into the dark.


Hull fought to calm his stallion. He backed up until he hit a wall, struck a match and lit his torch. Barking Bird lurched after him, his mouth mutely flapping. Above his nose, a hole the size of a fist had been punched right through his skull, but somehow, he sat astride his palomino until another silent sharpshooter cut him down.


Hull saw something waiting just outside of the glow of the torch. Shambling, silent shapes pulled Jim out of the saddle and abruptly silenced his terrified horse.


Hull drew his rifle out of its scabbard. His horse reared up and whirled, poised to run, but no direction offered safety.


Something whooshed out of the dark and smashed his horse’s head in. Hull saw a fist-sized ball of dull blue-gray metal crush the stallion’s skull like a soap bubble. Something like a cannon, but utterly silent. Hull rolled off the horse as it toppled, and lay prone behind its spasming corpse. He cocked his Winchester and fired at phantoms.


They were men, or had been once. Naked and armed with tarnished silver cleavers or razor-beaked shears bolted to the stumps of severed limbs, they stumbled blindly towards Hull as if eager for the blessing of lead.


He hammered them down as fast as he could aim, but he could not kill them, for they had no heads to shoot. Limbs blown away and ribcages cracked to disgorge black, unbeating hearts, yet they kept coming.


In his short life, Corporal Hull believed he had faced every form of fear. Before he was seventeen, Corporal Hull fought in the Red River Wars against his own people, and he had tracked down the Texarkana Walking Snake only a year before, so he was no stranger to bad medicine. But in his experience, the dead did not walk, and nothing stood up to a well-aimed Winchester rifle. What crept ever closer to him with fumbling axes and groping, ragged claws was not only an inescapable death, but the crumbling of the last pillars of certainty in Inigo Hull’s world.


At last, he saw a face in the advancing, headless horde, and a familiar one. The stranger smiled knowingly as he pushed to the front of the mob and he mockingly bowed to Hull, as if in surrender. He laid down an ornately carved tube of dull blue-gray metal like a blunderbuss, but with no hammer or moving parts. “You came almost before I called you. It must be Fate.”


Hull shot from the hip and blasted the teeth out of that smile just before the howling death-wind returned and snatched away his light.


Something slashed at his face and tore his hat off. Hull retreated as he emptied his rifle. The downward sloping passage offered the only escape, but the slope soon became a slippery chute, and Hull rolled and tumbled down a polished stone slide.


He lost his rifle when he fell away from the slide completely, clawing through empty space and crashing into a bed of canvas and wire hoops. Bruised and shaken, he crawled out of the wreckage and struck a match.


He had landed on a wrecked Conestoga wagon that rested upon a mountain of broken rigs that spread out beyond the reach of his fire. Stagecoaches, buckboards and a pathetic scattering of burst luggage added variety to the landscape. Empty gingham dresses and longjohns lay splayed out over the wreckage like shed snake skins. He could see no floor beneath the mound of wagons, and had no idea how high they were piled. Hundreds, thousands of people had come over the frontier in search of a home, of fortune and a fresh start, and instead, they came to this.


The match burned his fingers, but when he threw it out, the awful wind came again, roaring out of a deeper crevice in the far wall of the ghastly dumping ground. Though it reeked of death and decay, he sensed that the breeze came from something very much alive though it feasted on death, and had the queasy hunch that it was not a wind at all, but breath.


Fear paralyzed his mind, but his body took over with hard-won and deadly reflexes. Drawing his Colt, Hull hunkered down and waited out the torrential death-wind, then made a fresh torch and began to leap from one junked wagon to the next in search of an exit. He thought he heard rushing water ahead when he felt a wind at his back.


His legs were kicked out from under him. He fell headfirst into a steamer trunk filled with blank tombstone samples. Thrashing in the dark, he caught an arm and tried to snap it at the elbow, only to have it dissolve into cold smoke in his grip, and then wrap around his throat.


Powerful hands slammed him against the polished marble tombstone. “You are blind now. Wait, and it will all come clear. This is what your eyes were made for.”


Hull was startled to see a glint of what he took to be metal, shining in the absolute dark. His eyes were adjusting, but what he saw was the subtle blue inner glow of the eyes of his enemy.


Hull threw out an arm and grabbed the stranger’s face. His thumbs dug for the eyes, but the head twisted until his fingers got caught between gnashing teeth. He found the gap where he’d shot three back teeth out, peeled the bullet-split cheek back to the ear and squeezed as he was bit, digging his nails into the raw holes in his enemy’s jaw.


His enemy screamed and spat out Hull’s hand. The bloodcurdling cry was pure exultation. “Oh, thank you for that! Why would any man not want to feel such quickening bliss?”


Hull took back his hand and tried to unsheathe his bayonet. “I am a Union Army scout. When I do not return, they will come in such numbers—”


The stranger’s baying laughter turned to sneering words in his mind. They’ll come for a redskin scout? “And what will they find?”


He did not see, but keenly felt, the chopping blows to his throat, liver and kidneys that dropped him to his knees. His left hand was crushed under a heel until he dropped his knife. Stunned and helpless, he lay prone on the tombstone slab. A foot shod in a moccasin of leather too fine to be anything but human pinned his head to the marble, while an iron grip snapped his other arm at the wrist.


“How old are you, boy?”


Hull fought to control his agony before he answered. The words were some time coming to his lips. “Twenty years. If I could track you down, they’ll come—”


“You think you found me? Don’t you know how long I’ve been calling you?”


Before he could answer, a relentless hand dug into his mouth and pried his jaw helplessly wide open.
“You are old enough to pay for what you take.”


Hull tried to bite back his screams, but when his back molar was wrenched out of his lower jaw like a cork from a jug, he was too weak with delirious pain to bite the stranger’s hand.


“You could stop this, boy.”


When the prying fingers took the second tooth, he could only moan as the agony engulfed him like the sun. It was a little thing, to lose a tooth, but the exquisite twanging of his nerves with each wrenching twist was like a revelation of how deeply enslaved he was to his body, and how helpless to save it.


“This body, this life, this world, it is all a prison, and it is all a lie. Free yourself!”


He lost a third tooth. A thin, whistling shriek came from Hull’s chest, quite without breath or will behind it. Hull had escaped his body altogether, with its hopeless demands that it all stop, in death, if not in revenge.


“Everything mortal will fail you, boy. And when you die, you will come to us…but there are many roads.”


Pain was a rushing river, but Hull fought against it to strike the stranger even as he was thrown over the shoulders of a beast that carried him on four legs, but stank like a man.


“Tell them to come. Tell them all to come and find me.”


Hull was thrown off a ledge and fell into a chill wind and shrieking darkness. Wrapping his arms around himself, he thought of that awful breath from the deeper abyss and prayed, but before he could choose a god to beg, he smashed into a churning, icy whirlpool. The water restored him to his senses almost too late to save himself, but when he kicked for the surface, his head struck stone and sent him spinning in the lightless current.


He was found floating down the Laramie and dragged to shore by some Arapaho boys, who left him to the vultures when they saw he wore a blue Union jacket.


A fortnight later, he led Colonel Hemphill’s cavalry detachment back to the box canyon. The wall was solid stone, with no trace of any door, or of the missing scouts.


 




* * *


 




March 15, 1900


Outskirts of Tsath


 




While Stickney recovered his wits and breath, Hull rounded up the surviving pack mules and looted their panniers. He kept a string of four, and cut the rest loose.


Gunshots and howled oaths rolled down from high up on the mountainside, but they were muted, muffled by the palisades of undead slaves swarming over them. Hull wasted a few shots on the distant knots of grappling bodies with his buffalo rifle, but he saw no point in going up after them.


Stickney saw it differently. “We have to go back.” He sat on the lead mule with a rifle across the improvised saddle, and his arm in a sling. “Without Major Cawthorne and his men—”


Hull turned and led the mule train back to the causeway that led to the city. “Without them, we may reach our destination before it is too late.”


“You’d leave them to die?”


Without looking back, Hull said, “I brought
them here to die. I only hoped they’d make a better show of it.”


They passed huge granaries and warehouses with gaping doors through which the
y’m-bhi pushed wheeled carts laden with the deformed harvest, and hurried past the nauseous pall of decay wafting from them.


“All that labor wasted to grow tainted food,” Stickney said, “but who eats it?”


“The people of Tsath have outgrown the need for earthly food. But maybe it tickles them to have slaves wasting themselves in endless work.”


“If they can make the dead walk and fight, then why do they hide down here? They could easily overthrow the Union, and take back the whole damned country.”


“They surely could, if they cared to. They conquered the world and stole the secrets of the gods long ago, but life became an empty game, and now, they care only for dreaming. Only a few still take on flesh and walk in the world, to find fresh food and slaves, and new players for their games.”


“What kind of games?”


“They create suffering and horror as other races have created art, for its own sake. But one among them plays his games with the old gods of the bottomless gulf, that even the mad half-ghosts of K’n-Yan dare not worship.”


“So, he’s brought the Comanche down all this way to teach them to worship this—” Stickney caught himself just short of blurting out the hideous name.


“Only the lowest things that live bow to Tsathoggua,” Hull hissed. “The Comanche are a broken people, but they must still walk the Backward Path to N’Kai to be cleansed. They have much yet to lose—their pride, their pain, and their humanity—before they can become his children. Then it will be too late to save them, or anyone else.”


Stickney shook his head with frustration and rifled out more questions, but the half-breed did not deign to answer them.


The road crossed over a flooded cataract on a bridge carved with entwined serpents and spiders. The two men, on occasion, looked down to see the river choked with squirming black toads.


Beyond the bridge, they passed through a district of colossal factories. Most of these were abandoned and buried under centuries of rust, but in the others, monolithic machinery throbbed and roared, and eerie cobalt-glowing furnaces radiated pulses of blinding ball lightning high into the domed sky. Hull saw Stickney raise a hand to shade his eyes against them, and saw the living bones of his hand and arm through his transparent flesh.


Legions of older, badly decayed y’m-bhi slaves tended the furnaces and the infernal engines powered by their unholy fire. Many were mutilated amputees or little more than skeletons, and others were headless, with silver antennae jutting out of their exposed spinal columns. When one tumbled into the titanic, gnashing gears, another pressed forward to take its place.


The insane flurry of mindless activity was just like the mountain farms, Hull reflected, for the factories and dynamos seemed to consume and replace each other in a great circle of waste, and the unbelievable city they served was seemingly empty.


They crossed desolate arcades lined with ebony idols of obscene human-beast hybrid gods, and mirror-lined plazas where hydra-headed spires to dwarf the size of Gizeh or the decadent majesty of Babylon strained up to fuse with the mist-shrouded roof of the great cavern. They detoured into empty amphitheaters and arenas where hapless y’m-bhi gladiators silently battled monstrous automatons, and fled ghostly waves of bodiless applause. They hastened down twisted avenues lined with temples and sacred abattoirs clogged to their golden rafters with unclaimed sacrifices, but they never saw a single living soul.


It was the most magnificent city ever constructed by human hands, and yet its unrelieved blackness and maddening, abandoned density, and
the eerie shimmer of dim azure light upon its relentless bas-relief facades, and the drifting indigo mist that seemed to follow them everywhere, made the eyes play tricks on their fevered brains. Stickney told Hull that the exotic otherness of Indian artifacts had always fired his sense of wonder at the infinite variety of human ingenuity, but that he hungered for some proof that these horribly debased, decadent monsters were no kin of humankind. Hull ignored him.


“You said the people of Tsath were dreamers,” Stickney said much later, to break the stifling silence. “Are they sleeping, or are they dead? I just can’t believe that such an advanced society would just die out…. They are dead, aren’t they?”


Hull was visibly unnerved by the city, but he answered in a tight, low voice. After all they’d seen he now needed to talk. “At the height of their power, the shamans of K’n-Yan mastered the secrets of matter and spirit. They used the dreaming engines of Yoth to make wealth and whatever else they desired, and even new bodies when their old ones died.”


“This should have been a paradise,” Stickney said. “Something must have poisoned their minds, like lead poisoned the Caesars of Rome.”


Hull scoffed. “All men carry the seeds of their own ruin. Death—and life—lost all meaning. But immortality did not make them gods.”


“But there were some who rejected this way of life, weren’t there? The lost tribes, like the Moundbuilders and the Anasazi, must have come up from the underworld thousands of years ago. But they were never so advanced—”


Hull nodded. “They worked hard to forget. When the white man came, he found the people spread across the land, speaking many tongues and fighting among themselves. He found them easy to conquer because of their differences, yet everywhere he found the scattered children of the same, forgotten parent. Some came to America by sea, or across the ice from the east, but nearly every tribe recalls that their ancestors simply walked out of a hole in the earth on the day of creation.


“The Olmecs and Toltecs, the Mayans and Aztecs and the tribes of the Plains were the last to leave K’n-Yan, when the great islands of Atlantis and Lemuria sank beneath the sea, and the Seven Cities sealed itself away from the outer world.


“The ones who stayed behind soon grew bored with their paradise, and hungered for oblivion. They began to worship the old gods in the Black Gulf of N’kai, and many took the Backward Path to assume the first forms, before the cult of Tsathoggua was abolished.”


“But there must have been hundreds of thousands,” Stickney’s words raced from his mouth, “in a city this size. What happened to them? Because there’s nobody here.”


Hull stopped the mule train and slipped his Sharps rifle into its scabbard on his back. “They are all around us.”


Ahead of them, the luminous blue mist wound through the columns around a desecrated onyx altar before an empty pedestal. The mist billowed and filled the avenue, but when Hull forged ahead, it recoiled and regrouped until it seemed to hide a solid, breathing form.


Something came lumbering out of the mists on all fours with a rider upon its elephantine back, but the grotesque beast was itself more than half human. Its thick legs ended in stout, spade-clawed digits with spurs of rudimentary thumbs. Its shaggy battering ram of a head sported a stout scimitar-shaped horn, but its broad, snarling face was that of a golden-haired man of saturnine features and a terrible, arrogant fury magnified by its brutish stupidity.


Stickney reined back his pack mule to retreat behind Hull. “Good God in heaven, what is it?”


“A gyaa-yothn,” said Hull, with a grim smile. “Men remade as beasts of burden. And riding them, the masters of K’n-Yan, in the flesh.”


The rider controlled his mount with the whip of his mind, and carried a weapon in each hand: in the left, a broadsword that whined like a buzz saw with a revolving chain of steel teeth, and in the right, a blue-gray tube of otherworldly magnetic metal, like an elephant gun.


Regal of bearing and attired in robes of black leather and armored in silver and onyx jewelry, the rider bore only a distant kinship to the noble savages Stickney proclaimed to know and loved from his books. In the arrogant posture, the rich clothing and bizarre weaponry, the man of K’n-Yan reminded Hull of the alien images of Mayan emperors, mad with their own false godhood and drunk on their own decay, and the fanatical savagery of the Aztecs, in the forbidden manuscripts he’d studied to prepare for this day.


The retreating mist revealed, or created, a host of spectators among the columns all around them. Their jeweled black robes and colorless, leprous faces evanesced in the false blue moonlight. Their huge, cruel eyes sparkled with jaded lust and unimaginable madness.


The rider spurred his man-beast to rear up on its hind legs, and croaked a challenge. “Kth-khkukak ssh’th ngluh X’n-yian!”


Hull suppressed a chill at the guttural onslaught of alien speech that only seemed louder when he stopped his ears, as if the brittle words directly attacked his brain. But he stood his ground and responded in kind. “N’gluh ul M’l-akai xiu gk-vrsssh N’kai.”


The rider joined the host of spectral courtiers in rasping, indulgent laughter. The snarling
gyaa-yothn lowered its horny head to the carved flagstones like a bull. The rider struck his humming sword across his breastplate to make a fan of sparks, dug his spurs into the man-monster’s shaggy flanks, and charged.


Hull feigned ignorance of the attack until it was almost too late, until he felt the man-beast’s fetid breath on his face.


His eyes closed and head bowed, he pivoted to evade the charge. His hands dropped to his belt and the twin ten-inch bowie knives slipped from their sheaths faster than thought. One knife flashed out to parry a speeding spherical bullet from the rider’s silent rifle, while the other flew from his hand straighter than a bullet, like the penetrating gaze of its wielder congealed into steel.


The thrown knife struck the charging rider in his throat and half-beheaded him. He flipped backwards off the man-beast’s back, but his unmanned mount pivoted and charged again.


Hull unholstered his Navy revolver and shot point blank at the monster’s bony skull, but the bullets skated off it like rain off a hot skillet. The enraged gyaa-yothn hurled him aside to get at easier prey.


Too late to save itself, the lead mule bucked and turned under Stickney to meet the charge broadside. The terrified agent swung his shotgun at the onrushing beast and blasted its shoulder, to no effect.


The knurled horn of the gyaa-yothn
plunged deep into the mule’s ribcage. Tossing and bellowing in bewildered rage, the creature flung the impaled mule high over its head and dashed it to the flagstones, but couldn’t dislodge it. Stickney was flung head over heels into space.


For all its powerful bulk and surprising speed, the
gyaa-yothn was trapped. The gored mule, shrieking horribly and kicking out its last on the man-monster’s horn, writhed and strained in its harness. The mule’s teammates dug in their hooves and backed away, and a gruesome tug-of-war ensued.


Hull reloaded his revolver and rushed to disable the rampant man-beast, but three more warriors of K’n-Yan materialized around him and, with yipping coyote cries of demented glee, dove on him with their whining knives.


Hull dodged two slashing saw-blades and stepped inside the arc of the third to slam his bowie knife into the mad attacker’s ribs.


The broad blade skewered the warrior’s heart, but Hull swung the twitching body into the path of his other enemies to deflect their stabbing swords. Through the kicking legs of his first victim, Hull shot the kneecap off another warrior, then blew his brains out as he toppled wailing to the ground.


His last attacker lunged at Hull’s back and laid open his shoulder with a whining knife. Hull gasped as the blade’s spinning chain bit deep into his flesh.


The wounded bounty hunter stumbled but spun on one knee to defend himself. The warrior jumped back and held the blood-streaked blade up to catch the blue false moonlight, howling to the starless sky as if he’d defeated Hull, and vanished in a tornado of cackling blue mist.


Hull freed his knife as the dead warrior disintegrated around it, and leapt onto the man-monster’s back. The bucking beast tried to throw him off, but Inigo Hull had mastered wild horses before most children learn to walk. He straddled the bounding monster’s broad back—shaped by centuries of breeding so no saddle was needed—just as it flung the dead mule off its horn and tried to roll over and crush him. Hull drove the massive blade up to the hilt in the monster’s spine, just behind its armored skull, and jumped clear.


Every muscle in the mammoth body convulsed, until the creature almost seemed to recall its lost humanity, and tried to stand on its hind legs. Only then, with a mournful whine like a half-remembered prayer, did it finally die.


Hull found Stickney lying facedown on the flagstones with a curious retinue of elaborately scarred women of Tsath probing him with their needle-tipped fingers. They hissed and made the sign of Yig at Hull, then begged him to shoot them.


He found his other knife lying in the street with trailing wisps of electric blue mist clinging to it. The ghostly spectators bowed and murdered themselves with needles and knives and syringes filled with acid, and unraveled in scarves of icy blue mist, or just dissolved into the shadows, recharged by the sight of violence and inspired to commit some bold new atrocity. Long after they had faded away, their sneering, breathless laughter stirred the stifling air of the undead city.


The injured and unconscious Indian agent would only slow Hull down, but to leave him here would be crueler than to have left him with the soldiers. And in his own blinkered way, Stickney had tried to be kind to the people in his care. He might yet be of use.


He tossed Stickney’s battered body over the next mule in the train and kicked it forward. He still felt eyes upon him, but the fickle, slithering focus of the city itself had already tired of him, and turned elsewhere.


Presently, he heard the gurgle of rushing water, and turned down a worn staircase that ended at a pier overlooking a wide black river. Many of the pavilions and palaces above the river had collapsed into the oily current, and the looming idols at the head of each pier were corroded, faceless sphinxes. But still he felt something watching him.


A galley with a crew of twenty hooded y’m-bhi at the oars waited at the end of the pier. Hull dragged his mules onto the ship and cut the mooring lines.


The current was swift, and the galley had slipped out into the middle of the wide river before Hull smelled strange blood on the air, and realized they weren’t alone.


“Well hell,” gloated Tobin Roherty. He held a cocked pistol to Stickney’s head, and a riot gun aimed at Hull’s heart. “Ain’t you goddamned redskins jus’ full of surprises.”


 




* * *


 




June 24, 1876


Natchez, Mississippi


 




The next time he saw the stranger, Hull thought he was ready.


It was after he and his two partners, Dandy Del Sur and Tom the Prophet, had tracked down the last cursed gold ingot from the Conquistador’s Greedy Grave, and they were a week deep in celebrating. Hull had all but forgotten the stranger’s face, which was just how the blue-eyed Indian wanted it.


But those piercing eyes cut through the crowded, smoky wharfside saloon and knocked Inigo Hull back on his heels and sent him tumbling back across eight years to that Wyoming mudhole. Blazing out of a sun-hammered gator-trapper’s face, those unforgettable eyes had not yet spotted Hull, but worked their evil medicine on a hapless Dutchman who sucked at a clay pipe as he perused the map the old Indian was selling.


Hull sent his partner Dandy over to outbid the other worthy, who tugged his muttonchops and ran up the price like a medicine show barker’s dupe. By the time Dandy yielded to the Dutchman, Hull had a bowie knife under the stranger’s hairless chin, but the blue-eyed Indian only smiled wide enough for Hull to see his stolen teeth.


Dandy clubbed the stranger unconscious with his grayback cavalry saber. Nobody lifted a finger as Hull and Dandy blanketed the stranger in chains and dragged him to the jail. The sheriff let them stow their meat in a cell for a nominal handling charge while Hull wired Wichita. After he outdid the Devil with his promises and his deceits, they booked a stateroom on the next boat up the Mississippi.


His two partners each pitched their own fits: Dandy voted to send the Indian’s head to Kansas in the post, and get back to whoring. Tom was hot to go west again, for reasons he would not make clear. They agreed that the treasure map was a fake, and not worth a shit. Hull dared not tell them his reasons for wanting to follow the map, or for insisting on taking their prisoner upriver instead of overland, any more than he would tell them what he had heard back from the Marshal’s office in Kansas.


Hull had been riding with Tom the Prophet and Dandy Del Sur for almost two years, and toted up nearly twenty thousand dollars in bounties from the Dakota Territories to Chihuahua City. They worked well together, because neither of them hated redskins or had any sore sympathies over the Late Unpleasantness, and none nosed in the other’s side business.


Tom the Prophet was a legendary tracker and gunslinger long before Hull was born. Even though his leathery hands shook like rattlers’ tails, he could still shoot faster and straighter than any man alive.


Tom scarcely ever said a word on the trail, but he talked plenty in his cups. Hull knew that his real name was Elam Stroud. He rode down Mormon backsliders with Brigham Young’s enforcers, the Angels of the Lord, until he began to hear his own angel. Hull figured this should have made him another Mormon holy man, but his angel was black, and told him things that drove the Elders to exile him from Utah. He killed seventeen people there, including his own family, on the angel’s orders. He had since sent another two hundred and ninety two souls to somewhere that was neither Heaven nor Hell. The angel still spoke to him when a quarry or an ambush was close, or when some strange deed of its own needed doing. Afterward, in the lowest rut of a marathon drunk, Tom the Prophet talked back to his angel and all those he’d killed, whose souls he seemed to think burned somewhere deep inside him.


Dandy Del Sur seldom stopped talking about himself, but Hull knew nothing true about him, except that he had no real name.


Hull sent them off to the saloon to get loaded, and took the hood off the stranger’s head.


Their captive smiled at Hull, showing those three big white teeth, plugged in among his yellowed ones etched with tiny geometric shapes that Hull knew must be the sacred writing of his tribe.


“What’s your real name?”


“I am called Malakai, but I have also been Honest John and Prairie Puck and Reverend Walkaway, and I forget the rest. It is the gift of true wisdom, to forget oneself. Why do you wear your hair so short? Do you really hope to pass for a white man?”


“Your tribe. What are they called, and where do they live?”


Delighted with this game, Malakai chuckled. “There’s no one offering a bounty for our scalps, Hull. Not like your dear friends, the Comanche. You still grieve for them, though they threw you out. I only tried to show you what they truly were, you know: how fearful, how fragile and backward. Ah, but I am not answering your question, am I?


“We came down from the stars with Great Tulu, before the land was divided from the sea. Bodiless, immortal, we mated with the animals called men, and ruled the outer world from Hyperborea to the steppes of Kadath for as long as it pleased us. We are the Empire of Night; the Aggrieved Ones, the Ancient Enemy, the Seven Cities of K’n-Yan. We are everywhere beneath you.”


Tom the Prophet barged into the stateroom, roaring drunk and growling that the damned boat had nothing strong enough. Hull knew better than to order him out, so he ignored him and pressed on. “How long have you been killing travelers?”


“A foolish Spaniard called Zamacona opened the way when he came blundering into our homeland, searching for cities of gold and innocents to slaughter. But long before white men came, we were waiting.”


Hull tried to remind himself he was not the one tied to a chair. He drained a shot of whiskey and tried to wipe the smile off the Indian’s face. “You want war with the white man? Are you really so insane?”


“Since I am at your mercy, I will not lie to you. My people have wasted themselves in dreams, and lost the will to give glory to the gods who sleep below. These greedy pale children rape the earth and spill blood so freely, that their young nation is an altar, piled with sacrifices.


“But we are not savages, Inigo Hull. War is beneath us, and the white men are so very, very useful. We breed them with livestock, dissect them to divine the future, reawaken them to work or slaughter each other for our entertainment, and feed them to the gods of the gulf. But nothing is wasted…like with your buffalo.”


“Be silent, warlock!” Tom the Prophet hurled an empty whiskey bottle at Malakai, but shattered a mirror above him instead. “The Angel has told me what you’re about, and I have been charged to make you pay.”


The blue-eyed Indian turned in his chains to grin at the Prophet. “A pity you’re not welcome in Utah, Elam Stroud. There’s a lovely valley I know, where the sweet water falls from such a height, that the air is alive with atomized water. We have a door behind those falls. Your Mormon children are so trusting, they can be plucked from the pasture there like ripe fruit, and so sweet, one can’t help but devour them long before one could ever get them home…”


The Prophet launched a wild punch at Malakai, but Hull caught him and threw him back into his chair. The drunken gunslinger consoled himself by rifling through the Indian’s black beaded medicine bag. “Why’s this damned thing so heavy? Where’s your firewater, you God-blasted heathen cannibal?”


Dandy Del Sur swept into the room, drunk as a lord, but wearing it regally. “Señor Inigo,” he slurred, “Dondy has heard stories of this blue-eyed Indian from many men who gave Dondy all their money at faro table. They say he was hanged in Nacogdoches, two years ago. His body turn to smoke and blow away. Another say this Indian was shot and burned in California, twenty years ago, but his ghost still haunt bottomless gold mine where many men go missing. And another man who still is holding some of Dondy’s money and his new woman, he tell Dondy he saw this blue-eyed Indian lynched in Idaho Falls, just last summer. This bigmouth, he collect our bounty, already.”


“It was not the same man. This one killed a girl on an Army post in Wyoming, and murdered hundreds on the Oregon Trail. Alive, he will be made to talk, lead the Army to his people.”


Dandy Del Sur knew better than to call Hull a liar. “Dondy would rather apologize, than argue.” Dandy bowed deeply until the brim of his sombrero almost touched the floor. “Dondy is most humbly sorry.”


Then he shot Malakai in the chest. The tiny silver snuffbox-pistol was a single-shooter, but it blew Malakai’s heart out his back and pitched him backwards onto the deck.


“No more argument, eh.” Dandy left the cabin.


Tom the Prophet sat staring at Malakai’s body. In his hand, quite forgotten, he held an onyx flask with an ornate silver cap carved in the shape of a snake’s head.


Hull rushed over to check Malakai. The Indian’s grin brimmed with blood. “Lord,” he choked, “what fools these mortals be…” A single shrill whistle that seemed to skirl up beyond human hearing came from his lips, and he died.


“Amen,” said Tom the Prophet, and popping the lid off the flask, took a deep swig from it.


Almost immediately, he regretted it. Tom’s eyes bugged out and he clutched his throat as if he meant to stop whatever he’d drank from getting to his gullet.


Curls of blue vapor streamed out his nose and around his slack mouth. Hull knocked the flask from his hand, but Tom the Prophet shook like a man in a bad spell and dropped like a mailbag.


Hull poured his partner into a bed, but Tom bounced right back up and vomited far more fluid than he’d drunk tonight. Crawling after Hull with a hideously vacant grin, he sicked up a bottomless, steaming stew of melted gut rope. When he finally dropped dead on the last clean patch of floor in the stateroom, the poor bastard had more than halfway turned himself inside-out.


The corpse of Elam Stroud lay petrified at Hull’s feet for a long, pregnant moment, before something stirred inside it.


Hull jumped back and drew his Colt. From the open mouth of the flask, a steady stream of that insidious blue vapor dribbled out and snaked across the floor, drawn by some uncanny magnetism to flow into Tom the Prophet’s gaping mouth.


Hull whirled and put two bullets into a stealthy creeping movement at the far end of the stateroom. He hit only the wall.


Malakai’s body was gone. His chair lay upended on the floor, bloodied rags wreathed in empty chains. The same queer blue vapor oozed off the floor where his body had lain. It drifted away on the breeze out the open porthole.


Turning back to Tom the Prophet, Hull was stunned by the swift and sickening putrefaction of his corpse. Tom’s gin-blossomed face was almost translucent, and as dry as a mummy’s parchment flesh. As Hull reached out to drag the body from the room, the contorted, lipless mouth yawned wide until the whole head split like a cocoon, and something wet and red erupted from it.


A newborn man sat up out of the unmade bed of Tom’s corpse and gave that same piercing whistle that was Malakai’s death rattle. Hull shot three times and hit it once before the beaded bag on the floor came to life and filled the room with living, liquid darkness.


A shadow squirted up to the ceiling, then lashed out to snuff the gas jets on the walls, then the lantern, plunging the room into deepest shadow. Hull’s last bullet passed right through it. He turned to see the newborn man crawl out of Tom’s husk and roll away behind the settee before Hull could reload and shoot him.


Suddenly, Hull was engulfed by a stygian blackness as solid as a wave of mud. A palpable, crushing shadow, it flung him effortlessly into the far wall. He collapsed on the floor like an empty suit of clothes.


Before Hull could catch his breath or draw a knife, it pounced on him again, its touch like cold entrails pinning him to the floor with the weight of a dead steer.


Naked and dripping, a resurrected Malakai crawled up close to Hull. “You should grow your hair longer.” He took Hull’s knife out of his belt. It came whistling out of the dark and hacked off both of Hull’s ears and disappeared again before he’d had a chance to hear the dreadful hiss of their removal.


“Be proud of what you are.” Grimacing, Malakai stood and stretched his new body. He lifted an old black cloak out of Tom the Prophet’s baggage, and draped it over his shoulders.


Hull wept with pain and rage. He fought to breathe under the crushing bulk, struggled to rise to his feet the moment it had lifted itself.


“You know what you are,” Malakai asked, “don’t you?”


Hull hurled himself in the direction of the mocking voice, but he crashed through the open door and almost stumbled over the railing. Malakai was gone.


The Mississippi sparkled in the moonlight, bright as blue daylight after his ordeal in the stateroom.


Back near the paddlewheel, Dandy Del Sur leaned against the rail. Hull raced up to him, grabbing the rail to keep from falling more than once.


“Did you see him?”


Dandy Del Sur only shook his head a little, once.


“Dandy, I am the sorry one—”


Dandy Del Sur nodded his head once, and it fell off his shoulders and into the river.


 




* * *


 




March 15, 1900


River of Yoth


 




Even in a lost city of nightmares miles underground, Tobin Roherty was a man who always knew how to enjoy himself.


As his lackeys hogtied Inigo Hull, he loaded and lit up a meerschaum pipe, his alert left eye twinkling like Christmas, while the slanted right eye, cowled under its folds of scar tissue, glared hatefully at something only he could see.


Two of Cawthorne’s runaway buck privates, Bledsoe and Parker, stood ready to shoot Hull if he cut loose. Bledsoe’s unshaven, blue-jawed face was utterly blank with the shock of all he’d seen, while Parker, bug-eyed and bald as an egg, giggled and looked about him with giddy anticipation. Nobody bothered with Stickney after they searched him, even when the meek Indian agent started to come round. “Judas priest,” Bledsoe scoffed. “He ain’t even heeled!”


“I guess you know I don’t give two shits about your Comanche cousins,” Roherty allowed, “but I don’t aim to go home empty-handed, either.”


Hull slowly nodded his head. “You’ve heard the legends.”


“Oh, we’ve all heard them, ain’t we? The Indians told the Spaniards tall tales of golden cities to push them on over the next hill, and they ran themselves ragged trying to find them. Quivira, El Dorado, the Seven Cities of Cibola… I always knew they weren’t just legends. Indians all know the truth, but they’re afraid to tell, with a fear thousands of years older than them, of something they don’t even understand. But that fear don’t come to much, when you’ve got their guts in your hands.”


“The houses of Tsath are built of gold and silver. You could pick it up off the ground like trash.”


“Well, I could indeed, but if gold is trash to them, a man must get to thinking, what do they keep for treasure?”


Hull just looked intently at Roherty. The scarred scalphunter puffed at his pipe, lost in thought. He looked, more than anything, like a baby passing wind.


Hull nodded at his throat and shrugged until a pendant on a leather thong around his neck slipped out of his coat and dangled before him. A dull, blue-gray metal, it twisted on the thong and swayed unnervingly when Hull moved, as if drawn to something like a magnet to its own secret pole. “This metal fell from the stars, and there is only a little of it in all the world. Like calls to like, so they cast their idols of Yig and Tulu in it, and use these coins to be led to worship.”


“That’s not exactly what I meant. You know…” Roherty’s lively eye went vague and runny, like his slack one, as if he’d lost his thought, and searched for it in Hull’s impassive copper face. “Shiny stuff…”


Motionless, face streaming sweat, Hull poured all of his will out through his eyes. “You know what they prize above all things.”


Roherty blinked, then grinned wickedly. “I do, at that. Diamonds, but not just little trinket-stones. They use them to work their big medicine, and they’re so precious, they don’t keep them in the city. They keep them hid away in a place even they’re afraid to go to…down yonder, on this very river.”


Hull sagged with relief. “You seem to know more about it than I do.”


Roherty just stared at Hull, as if he was somehow being hoodwinked. He leaned forward and ripped the strange pendant from Hull’s neck. “You’ll lead me to it.”


“You don’t need us. That coin will lead you.”


“Maybe it will, and maybe it won’t. But I don’t plan to go in half-cocked. But what’s got me buffaloed is; how’ve they kept hidden for so long?”


“It is their way to cloud men’s minds, the better to lead them to their deaths. For as long as your kind have been conquering and taming the land above, they have moved among you as cowboys, driving their cattle to slaughter.”


Roherty pursed his lips and sprayed his contempt. “Bullshit! This is the United States of America, not the goddamned Congo! Someone must have known they were down here…”


“Someone has always known,” Hull calmly replied. “Even the Indians who have forgotten the old ways and embraced the cross know in their hearts that Hell is a very real, living place, just beneath their feet. But no one ever asked the Indian what he believed. No one ever asked for anything but his land and his life.”


“That’s right tragic,” Roherty said. “I humbly wish to apologize on behalf of my dastardly white ancestors for fuckin’ up your little Paradise. But this ol’ world is a pie-eating contest, old-timer, and Devil take the hindmost. You don’t finish yours quick enough, somebody’s apt to take it, and that’s just the way the Great Spirit wants it, or why else would it be so?”


Stickney, who was sitting up again, tried to engage Roherty in debate, but Private Parker clubbed his jewels with his rifle butt.


Roherty relit his pipe. “So these cowardly bushwhackers have been hunting white folks for sport since powder-wig days. Why’re they comin’ after your kinfolk, all of a sudden?”


Hull bridled at the claim of kinship with the Comanche, but he ironed the furrows out of his brow before he spoke.
“K’n-Yan cut itself off from the outer world ages ago, and would have faded away, but for Malakai. He hungers to revive the most terrible of the Great Old ones of N’Kai: the one called He-Who-Sleeps-Beneath-Us, or Tsathoggua. Even his mad brothers in the Seven Cities would not suffer the terrible changes required to open the eye of the dreaming toad-god, but there are many all over America, who would give their blood and their children’s souls, to see the white man wiped away once and for all. To see his cities drowned in blood, they would give all they have left—”


“Don’t make no nevermind to me, if the redskins want to worship a toad, or the Man in the goddamn Moon. I don’t want their gods, just their loot.”


“Do you believe in God, Mr. Roherty?”


“What the hell kind of question is that? Course I do.”


“And yet you know you will pay in Hell for all the evil that you’ve done. Your God is something to comfort you in the darkness. But for the sake of your soul, He must not be real. There are beings beneath the earth, and under the sea, and in the dark between the stars, who are older than the earth, and yet alive, made of immortal star-stuff, but very real. What else could one call them, Mr. Roherty, but gods? What could one do, when facing their awful undying medicine, but kneel and pray to be spared?”


Tobin Roherty scratched at the scar that split his face, and shivered, shaking with nasty hilarity. “Oh, Lord, help me, I’m so scared! Boys, are you scared?”


Parker and Bledsoe had all but polished off the last of the expedition’s whiskey, and feared nothing.


Hull pressed on. “The man who led the Comanche bands down here has brought them to face the bottomless abyss where Tsathoggua sleeps. They will dance the Backward Path and sacrifice until he awakens. Indian Territory will catch fire with the new faith, and the nation will descend into a second civil war…against the land itself.”


“Well shit, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near that mess,” said Roherty. “And thanks to your Uncle Tobin, neither will you.” He leapt up onto the prow of the galley and held out Hull’s coin on its plumbline. “Run us aground up yonder!”


The inky gloom of the riverine cavern had given way to a morbid red glow suffused with sulfurous steam. The air became sultry and stagnant, and steeped in a sour reek like mildew and mold.


Out of the crimson fog came a ragged shore strewn with massive boulders in staggered lines suggesting the collapsed pillars of some insanely vast structure.


Beyond the ruinous shore, a dim skyline of Cyclopean pyramids and toppled towers reached up to penetrate the distant roof of the grotto. This impossibly ancient city dwarfed its blue-lit neighbor Tsath, but it was also far more alien.


Hull finally relented to Stickney’s needling questions. “The men of Tsath settled in the caverns above because they were drawn to the ruins of an older race that rose and fell long before the great thunder lizards died out. It was on their plundered graves that K’n-Yan built their greatest inventions. Their dreaming engines spun matter out of pure energy, and stored souls could fly to new bodies or live forever in their crystal prisms. This is what you’re looking for, Roherty. But if we don’t go down to N’kai now, you’ll have no place above ground to spend your fortune.”


Roherty advanced on Hull with one of his own bowie knives, raised it as if to scalp the half-breed bounty hunter, making his lackeys laugh. He brushed back Hull’s hair and tsked at the ugly knots of scar tissue where his ears once were. “Someone beat me to it,” he sighed. He cut Hull’s bonds and gave him back his Navy revolver.


The galley lurched to a halt on the rocks. Nobody rushed to jump off. The y’m-bhi sat silently at their oars. “All ashore, you maggots!” Roherty shoved Hull over the gunwale, but he landed on his bootheels. Parker shoved the pack mules over the edge into the brackish black shallows, and Bledsoe dragged them out. Roherty kicked the Indian agent overboard, then jumped after and waded ashore.


The city of Yoth was indeed a wonder to behold, but only the highest of its crumbling basalt spires rose above the sunless jungle that had infested the abandoned hothouse grotto. Gargantuan white trees greater than redwoods loomed over them and blocked out all but thin rays of the lurid scarlet light. As they came nearer, they found that the jungle was a riotous plague of grotesque subterranean fungus.


Huge, drooping canopies of mutant mushrooms sprinkled clouds of spores like snow flurries from their pulsing gills as they trudged among the rubble of Yoth. They detoured around monstrous puffballs and undulating fields of slime mold, and curtains of quivering tendrils dangling to ensnare the blind white moth-things that swooped and ignited themselves on their torches. They wrapped bandanas over their faces to filter out the overpowering miasma of the fungal rainforest, which only worsened as they pressed closer to the city center.


“How much further?” Stickney tried not to whine, but he could barely breathe through his sodden handkerchief. “I’m near done in, but…I can manage…if I have to…”


“There is a well at the city’s center,” Hull said. “The stairs descend for almost a mile, to the temple over the Black Gulf.”


“But we’re not going there, are we?” Roherty called a halt and looked around the city with Hull’s weird coin out in one hand and a lost look, as if trying to recall a dream. “That one.” He pointed at a hexagonal tower that pierced the roof of the cavern, a mile in the opposite direction from the city center. “You play along, Hull, and maybe you’ll walk out of this a rich half-breed. What the hell is that?”


They had stopped in a broad, fractured plaza where a huge fault line had swallowed half of a pyramid. The eroded paving stones rippled and ranks of freestanding basalt columns tilted and fell over as something huge passed beneath them.


Parker was complaining about his rifle and angling for Roherty to give him Hull’s Sharps gun, when he stepped in something. “Tarnation! Boys, I do believe I jus’ struck oil!”


He lifted his boot off the octagonal paving stones, but a thick, viscous rope of black slime clung to it, stubbornly holding his boot fast to a crack in the ground. More of the stuff oozed out of the crack with the suet-slippery consistency of blood pudding.


“Help me out here, boys,” Parker said as the gusher streamed up his leg, “and I’ll cut you all in for a share.”


Bledsoe reached out to grab his friend. Hull said, “Wait,” but it was too late.


A torrent of glistening black slime exploded out of the crack. Flailing pseudopod clubs and flytrap tentacles wrapped Parker up and dragged back down into the crack, crushing him to pulp within itself as it went. The others could only try to shoot Parker dead before his howling, pulverized remains were sucked out of sight.


“Run,” Hull said.


Roherty climbed onto the base of a splintered obelisk and stuffed his pipe. Bledsoe and the mules turned tail without another thought, but Stickney stood rooted to the spot, even as he wet himself.


The paving stones split asunder and were flung like grenade shrapnel across the plaza. The ground subsided and gave way before them as the full bulk of the formless monstrosity burst into view.


A pulsating column of molten hunger rose up out of the fissure and bristled with trembling cilia, greedily scenting the air for the nearest prey.


Hull raised his revolver and fired into the quivering mass. It recoiled more in surprise than pain, but then sprouted hundreds of blunt, churning legs and flowed across the plaza after him like an enormous millipede.


Hull shouted, “Run!” once more at Stickney. He stood dead in the path of the oncoming monstrosity, but he did not raise his gun to it. Instead, he uttered a quavering whistle that seemed to start somewhere in his boots, but swiftly climbed right up out of hearing range. He could still feel it in his sinuses, and so, apparently, could the monster.


Rearing up and coiling back on itself in agitation like a mass of animate blubber or a vast, landlocked octopus, it writhed away from the hurtful sound, and hastened back respectfully when Hull stepped towards it.


“God damn,” Roherty said, “is there no godforsaken creature these redskins can’t tame?” He stood right beside a still paralyzed Stickney. The Indian Agent couldn’t see Roherty, but he saw the long, heavy barrel of Hull’s fifty-caliber buffalo rifle rise up and discharge a blast that ruptured Stickney’s right eardrum.


Hull’s head from the ears up turned into red confetti. The fount of gore sprayed the prostrate abomination, and provoked it to a berserker fury. A frothy black wave towered over Inigo Hull’s half-headless corpse even as the bounty hunter spun on its heel by dead reflex and drew on Tobin Roherty.


His twelve-shot Navy revolver hammered the paving stones before and beside the scarfaced scalphunter. It sparked twice more inside the collapsing tube of the black wave that swiftly and silently enveloped him, and then the formless monstrosity flattened Hull and swiftly digested him.


 




* * *


 




“Dear God,” Stickney moaned. “You shot him in the back, you…you…”


Roherty pointed the rifle at Stickney’s head. “Don’t make me waste a bullet on you, boy.”


To his everlasting shame, Stickney didn’t.


Roherty lit the fuse of a stick of dynamite off his pipe and tossed it at the raging black wave cresting again to come for them. “If you see any more of them noble savages about, Mr. Indian Agent, I hope you’ll politely ask them to direct you to the exit. You know how well kindness civilizes the savages.”


The dynamite went off inside the oncoming black wave, and was expelled in a clump of bubbles, but hardly slowed it down. Stickney climbed up onto a toppled obelisk and watched the black protoplasm chase Roherty off into the depths of the fungus jungle. Unnoticed, he lay against the stone until the booming of dynamite and the screams of animals and men had died down to a whisper of an echo.


No water, no food, no weapons. If Stickney stayed here, no doubt he would die before he got thirsty. He was the only survivor of the expedition who had not abandoned its mission.


The place Hull had been leading them to, if any of this was to be believed, was where the Comanche had gone with that man who had led them out from under his care. They were his responsibility. He could not kill this Malakai, or kill anyone, but he could try to stop it. He would do something, with or without the government’s help, for these poor, broken people he had fallen in love with in books, but had come to despise in the flesh. And he would almost certainly die, unknown, unremembered, miles beneath the surface of the earth. Or he could turn around, and go home…


But I don’t know the way home, he told himself, over and over. And I am so tired…and this is probably closer than home, anyway…


 




* * *


 




Hull could see only blue light, which bothered him, because he had no eyes. He could feel no warmth or cold, or anything else, for he had no hands or body with which to feel anything.


The only solution to the riddle was that he was the blue light. And yet, this was not the sky…and certainly not Heaven. And only then, did he remember…


He was fighting the K’n-Yan—foolish, for they risked nothing, and attacked him only for sport. One of them must have killed him, and this was a dream—


No, he sourly realized. The soothing azure light pulsed with a powerful mechanical rhythm, and as his ‘eyes’ adjusted, he saw waves in the boundless blue field that gave hints of others, swimming in this infinite sea.


The last thing he remembered was the whining chain-blade of a rotary dagger biting into his back when he shot the second of the three warriors who ambushed him. They must have killed him there, and somehow made him one of them.


Now, Malakai had finally won.


If he had simply died, it would be over. Malakai could keep coming back forever, but now so could he.


Hull reflected on all the other times he’d tracked, caught and killed the blue-eyed Indian. All the other times he’d believed he’d finished it. And all the other times that he’d missed him.


In 1883, the Gotha Silver Mine opened and soon became the rowdiest of the Colorado boomtowns. The miners worked its rich silver veins on a unique profit-sharing basis that shamed the other company towns. Three hundred and fifty men worked the Gotha mine until a series of suspicious cave-ins buried over half of them in three days. When too many miners never returned, the survivors went on strike, and there was a riot. In the morning after the riot the entire town had vanished overnight—miners, whores and families—leaving uneaten food on plates and unfinished drinks standing on the saloon bar. Not until he saw a Wanted poster for the company president, Adolf Gotha, did Hull suspect how good Malakai was at the game. For in the end, that was all it was to the K’n-Yan medicine man.


In Tolerance, ten years ago, Hull thought he’d finally won. The buried town had rested on a honeycomb of tunnels that eventually led to the lost K’n-Yan city of Kyuss. After killing Malakai in the lava tubes and again in the half-abandoned ruin, the truth dawned on him. Captain Boyer was a brave officer and a decent man, and he’d brought dynamite. After all hope of escape was lost, they’d dropped the cavern roof on half the city, and the nauseous flood of blue mist gushing from the temples had been stopped. Malakai did not return again. Among the ruins, he’d found the map of gold and rubies set in the basalt floor of the central plaza, and learned that there were six other cities.


Now, he was an eternal part of their mad, empty game. It was his fate to chase Malakai until he became him. He had learned from the Union Army that one must embrace the worst of one’s enemy to defeat him, but one could only be half as cruel as an enemy and still win with honor. He had led Major Cawthorne and his men down here to use them, just as Malakai meant to use the Comanche to serve his own ends.


He could forsake the empty game. He could retreat into the mist and never take on a body. They couldn’t force him, could they? He could lie in wait until K’n-Yan and the white men and the Indians destroyed each other, and if the hunting then was still no good, he’d go back to sleep forever.


But the idea of existing in limbo without a body was worse than hell. Oblivion would be its own reward, but his sense of purpose was not a gland in his body. It still dug at him that he’d failed to stop Malakai for good. It ate at him that he’d worked for the men who exterminated his people, and he had never done anything to save them, out of a child’s spite at being cast out so long ago. He could barely remember, now, what that hate even felt like.


The people of K’n-Yan could die and return in new bodies at their whim, so he could do the same. And even if he was trapped in limbo, he could still find some way to make them wish to be rid of him.


And his people were still somewhere below, if Malakai hadn’t already fed them to the abyss.


Welcome home, Inigo Hull, Malakai whispered in his mind.


Hull threw up an imaginary shield against the intruder, but he could
‘see’ only a weird trailing wake, like the shape of a tall man, in the blue blizzard. His ancient enemy was all around him, but he couldn’t touch him.


Searching again, he saw a faded quadrant of the azure void grow dim and fade to a dead, dull black. Tiny cracks fanned out like capillaries from the dead space, throbbed and swelled into arteries shooting through the empty blue ocean of the dreaming engines.


A dreadful sound that was not a sound boomed throughout the infinite blue dream, and a thunderous voice roared from everywhere at once. “GOD DAMN YOU, INIGO HULL, I CURSE YOUR NAME, YOU BACKSTABBING HALF-BREED COCKSUCKER!”


By the sound of it, Tobin Roherty had found the Yothic dreaming engines, and mistaken the huge crystal dream-lenses for diamonds. But when Hull sent Roherty to wreck the dreaming engines, he never imagined that he would be trapped inside them.


Hull cast about for an exit, and the thought itself seemed to make it manifest itself. Ahead lay a yawning white whirlpool, but Malakai’s ghost floated before and behind him and whispered so loudly that his voice rang the void like a tuning fork. It’s time you knew the truth about your people.


 




* * *


 




September 28, 1849


Red Crow Mound, Kansas


 




A decorated officer, the son of a war hero and the great grandson of a Brigadier General, yet Lieutenant Cadmus Hull would have thrown away his command and run away that night, for her.


His detachment of eight cavalry troopers and a Pawnee scout had been three days on the trail of a party of Comanche renegades who raided a homestead on the Texas border, when they became lost on the prairie. The stars failed to come out at night, and the moon never rose. The men grumbled that he was leading them in circles.


This was no place for a West Point-educated horse officer. This vast green sea of grass should have fallen to the Navy to defend, but he had fallen head over heels in love with it. After the stifling warrens of Baltimore and the humiliating crush of Army life, the Great Plains had unchained his heart and filled him with strange ambitions.


The emptiness was like a cynosure from God. When everything around it was so abundantly blessed and lovingly shaped by the Creator’s hand, the prairie beckoned to Hull’s mind because it seemed as if God had left it so conspicuously blank for man to try his own hand at creation. When Cadmus Hull looked at the plains, he saw a vast city, and dreamed of his hand in its rearing, his name on its streets.


America was almost exactly half-tamed. All but a few stubborn holdouts among the native population had moved out of the east and south, but the endless plains and the Great Desert were something else, again. The Sioux, Cheyenne, Comanche and Apache showed what one had to become, to thrive in such a wasteland. But it was an animal’s lot to conform to the dictates of the land. A white man brought the country to heel, and made it yield its bounty.


They’d ridden since dusk, six hours without seeing the rally point, or any landmark, elevation, or sign of life since the stampeding herd of buffalo that had driven them off the trail. The men argued among themselves about which direction they were headed, but agreed in loud mutterings that Hull was leading them to slaughter.


They’d passed abandoned homesteads with crops overripe in the fields, and wagon trains with grass woven through the spokes of broken wheels. There were no bodies or possessions and no signs of violence, as if the settlers had just set out for somewhere better on foot.


When Hull saw the pinpoint of orange light on the horizon, twinkling just above a lonely hill in the midst of the grassy nothingness, he thought it was a star. But it grew larger and brighter, beckoning him closer, until he galloped up the steep slope and found himself in the midst of the fugitive Comanche camp.


Hull drew his pistol and shouted an alarm, but the warriors lay prone upon black-red beds of bloody earth. The beacon that led him here was a torch in a woman’s hand.


No, he corrected himself with his second glance—a lady. Even from a distance, something in her bearing and her simple garments commanded his respect, even as the wild, pleading panic in her eyes inspired him to protect her.


He thought at first she was white, for she was so fair, but her black hair and almond-shaped, indigo eyes hinted at an exotic origin, perhaps Celestial. If she was an Indian, she was like none he’d ever seen. Whatever she was and wherever she came from, Hull knew she must be royalty.


She wailed in a strange tongue and dropped her torch as he approached, but she didn’t run away. Lieutenant Hull sent the others to encircle the mound, while he jumped down and quite instinctively took her in his arms.


The seven Comanche braves had not built a fire, but someone had come upon them in the night, and quietly killed them. Only one of the men had been eaten, but all had been opened up and disemboweled where they slept on the ground. They lay in a circle around a lump of green-black stone crudely carved into the shape of a squat toad with a wizened face and mocking, sleepy smile. Lieutenant Hull was not a religious or superstitious man, but a powerful revulsion stole into his bones at the touch of that blood-flecked idol, and he still felt its sickly weight and warmth in his hand long after he threw it into the dark.


She spoke no English, but the lady made herself understood with signs and meaningful glances that somehow told him more than words. Her own people had cast her out, and she had been taken by the Comanche war party only a few days before. They had tied her up and argued among themselves over which of them would have her, when something had come out of the night and slaughtered them all. She did not know why she was spared, but when it had left, she had lit a fire to try to signal for help.


Lieutenant Hull lifted her up on his horse. She rode with easy, weightless grace, clinging lightly to his back when he galloped after his men. The scout with their party told them that if they camped anywhere near the massacred Comanche on the ‘hollow hill’, they would wake up in Hell.


They camped an hour to the south, beside a winding creek on none of their maps. Hull led the lady he’d saved down by the water and gave her a ring he’d inherited from his mother when she died penniless in Baltimore. She told him her name.


The troopers broke camp before dawn. Hull and his woman were the last to rise. Only then did they set out.


Somewhere over the hills just breaching on the southern horizon, Major General Maddox was completing his spring-cleaning of the Texas panhandle. He was expecting them back with news of swift American retribution on the Comanche.


Hull stopped his procession of cavalry troopers again beside a lazy river, despite the protests of his men. They were a day’s ride from the company. But they’d complained about riding all night into southern Kansas, and he didn’t let them forget it. One wiseacre among the men had learned that his great-uncle, General William Hull, had surrendered to Tecumseh in the War of 1812, and now his chronic cough had always sounded peculiarly like the old chief’s name. Now, the wiseacre croaked worse accusations into his fist.


But Lieutenant Hull blithely put all this out of his mind, when he took the lady by the hand into the long grass at sunset. They lay together by the gurgling current, and he told her about the great cities in the east, and the strange nations beyond the sea. She was almost as eager for these stories as for his other attentions, but he lusted even more to lose himself in those boundless, unblinking eyes that seemed to peel away all his secrets, and accept him.


They lay entwined on the grass when the men came and tried to take her. The jealous Pawnee scout filled their heads with stories. She was not an Indian of the Plains, but a shadow woman of the Unseen Empire. She had killed the Comanche herself, and she would do the same to them. She had bewitched their commander, but they would do their duty.


They tried to string her up. Hull shot two of his own men dead, and held the rest at bay, then rode off with her, headed west.


They lived together in a draw off Apache Creek, far from the trails. Fed by a spring and with arable land for raising crops, they were happy for some months, until the Comanche came.


Cadmus Hull was shot through with nine arrows when he reached their cabin. His wife was heavy with their child, and they caught her. By the time they brought her back to their camp, three braves were already competing for her attentions. When she delivered her child, she would have her pick of the finest of the Kotsotekas braves.


But on the day she delivered her baby, she died, and some said she went up to the sky in a cloud of blue smoke, leaving the oddly quiet, green-eyed half-breed child in their midst. They raised him as Comanche, but they knew he was different, for when he slept, Inigo Hull lay face-down, with his arms out to embrace the earth.


 




* * *


 




March 16, 1900


Gulf of N’kai


 




As Oliver Stickney ran through the infested avenues and fungi-fields of Yoth, he wished to be anywhere else, even back in the haunted purgatory of Tsath, rather than alone in this unhinged Inferno.


The bas-reliefs and leering idols everywhere, overhead and underfoot, were more intensely vivid and obscene than those of the blue-lit ruins above, but also far more alien. These decorations were as if the decadent artisans of K’n-Yan labored to express their adoration for serpentine and octopoid motifs, or that the insane builders of Yoth had been serpents themselves. And the objects of their devotion were too terrible to bear closer study.


The monstrous mushroom trees had succumbed to legions of withering parasitic fungi in this district, and the central plaza was open to the artificial sky. Clusters of dusky, deeply flawed ruby globes hung from the lofty, vaulted ceiling to light the city-sized cavern and bathe it in fertile heat and humidity.


A circular hole, sixty or so feet across, yawned in the center of the ruined city. The walls of the flanking pyramids were scabbed with fleshy white fungi like cancerous cauliflower. Deep, opaque shadows crept and stretched across the plaza around him, as if the artificial sun raced through the sky overhead…


Squirming wads of black protoplasm dragged themselves over the broken ground and streaked down the sloping pyramid walls to surround him. For all their hideous kinship to the oldest single-celled life on earth—the amoeba—yet they betrayed a shrewd predatory cunning that more than matched his own.


Primal fear and panic warred with a raging disgust in his trembling chest. His best efforts wouldn’t keep them at bay, yet they never closed in for the kill. He was not being stalked. He was being herded.


At the edge of the pit, Stickney sorely wished for a gun, though he knew how little good it would do. Peering nervously over the sheer wall, he saw a narrow staircase winding down the inside of the pit.


Though the formless horde reared up at his heels, Stickney balked on the top step at the faint echoes of a man’s voice from somewhere far below. He recognized the voice, but even here in this place, it gave him no comfort to hear the cries of Major Cawthorne, roaring in wordless grief and rage.


The stairs were slick and badly eroded by water seepage and eons of inhuman feet. The carvings lining the walls of the pit became mercifully unclear in the deepening gloom, but under his groping hands, the lurid animal motifs devolved in an orgy of miscegenation: blasphemous couplings of bat, serpent, toad and octopi begat and bred with their own mutant offspring. And as he descended, the misbegotten forms devolved into a uniform, plastic formlessness that he could not bear to touch any longer.


The echoing bedlam from down below gradually resolved into clearer impressions. He still heard the unhinged bellowing of the expedition commander, but wafting on the fetid, frigid breeze, he also heard the low rumbling of hundreds of voices chanting that strange, terrible name: Sadogwa.


And behind him, he heard a stealthy sound that was neither dripping fluid, nor the padding of creeping feet, but something in between…


He descended more urgently now, passing his hand quickly over the hideously carven walls, but he stopped and quashed a scream in the back of his throat when his hand slipped from cold, chiseled stone and brushed hot, sweating flesh.


“Please, don’t kill me…” the face in the dark begged him. “I can’t go on… He’s gone mad. He led us…but they…those things…they herded us down here! I was just following his orders, but he shot the others… I just…I want to go home.”


Fighting his own craven panic, Stickney grabbed the man’s woolen shoulders and shook him. He felt a lieutenant’s braided boards under his fingers. “Get a hold of yourself, for God’s sake! You’re supposed to be a soldier…” The officer was not wounded, just hysterical from all he had seen and survived.


Stickney touched the lieutenant’s holster and took the man’s pistol. He didn’t resist, and he didn’t listen to Stickney’s warning that it wasn’t safe up the stairs. The deserter bolted up the spiraling flight in a gibbering frenzy. Somewhere above, he screamed once, then fell instantly silent.


Stickney plunged down the remaining coils of the stairway in a dead panic. When he finally stumbled out onto the level floor of a natural tunnel, he wanted to fall down and kiss it, but the flickering light that lured him out of the tunnel lifted him to his feet and brought him running.


He emerged in a wide, low-roofed cave. A low, ancient step pyramid reached halfway to the low ceiling, and at its base, a great bonfire burned.


After uncounted hours in total darkness or under the unnatural illumination of the caverns of Yoth and Tsath, the honest light of a bonfire should have been a comfort, a beacon of sanity. But the firelight was broken up by the leaping silhouettes of dozens of dancing men, women and children, and scores more sat or lay prone on the steps, spent and desolate as lightning-struck trees. His heart broke as he finally found the people he had come down into hell to save.


They danced and chanted like sleepwalkers in a loose, shambling procession around and over the pyramid as he passed among them. Stickney had observed with real interest the dances of the various tribes who were unwilling neighbors in the Oklahoma Indian Territory, and he’d been touched by their grace and intricate symbolism. But this debased ritual was a travesty of the Indian and all he believed, and of the human form itself.


Locked in a deep, tormented trance that urged them beyond the limits of their bodies, they looked right through him as they cavorted and abused themselves and each other with spastic blows from fist, nails and feet. Painted from head to toe in stinking black filth, they jumped like broken-winged bats and crawled on the stones like toads, and in the guttering light of a noisome bonfire fed with piles of dried fungi, the bad medicine of this unholy place seemed close to granting their wish.


Severed once and for all from their sacred bond to the land, the Comanche seemed to pray to the void to let them shed their human skins and slip into the shrinking wilderness and fall into shadow. And everything that walked on two legs would be swept away by what they hoped to awaken.


Huge, hairless, deformed bats soared in out of the dark to add their flailing wings to the flames, or to latch onto oblivious Indians and glut themselves on their blood.


One renegade dancer moved to his own tune, running amok with a cavalry saber and an empty pistol, and howling, “Stop this abomination, you godless red bastards!” He lopped the head and arms off an ancient naked man, but the dolorous strokes threw him to his knees.


Major Cawthorne was drenched in blood and foaming at the mouth. Dismembered corpses and orphaned limbs lay scattered in his trail. He had spent himself in wanton killing without even getting the dancers’ attention. Indeed, he seemed to be a critical ingredient in the dehumanizing ritual.


Stickney climbed halfway up the pyramid, searching the chaos for the blue-eyed Indian Hull had called Malakai. He saw him on a towering altar that loomed at the summit of the pyramid.


Naked and gleaming blue in the cold cobalt light of an atomic lantern, Malakai performed a strange dance as subdued and subtle as the Comanche dance was bestial and depraved. His face wracked with silent invocation, his hands stretched out to the abyss and beckoning to something that waited below.


At his back, a squat green-black idol loomed over the empty altar. Stickney recognized it for a twin of the weathered stone atop White Widow Mound. He understood just as quickly, why someone had defaced its features, to hide its true face.


The bloated body of a toad sprawled over the edges of the dais. Its shaggy head was that of a bat, with gnarled, veiny ears cocked as if to hear the merest whisper of its nauseous name. Great goggling eyes with heavy, drooping lids stared down at the degrading orgy with sardonic amusement, as if all the madness and atrocities were but a sweet, fleeting dream.


This was the unthinkable thing the reptilian race that reared Yoth had worshipped, until their blessed extinction; the sleeping deity whose dreams had led the people of K’n-Yan to madness; the abominable demon the blue-eyed Indian had brought to the reservation.


This had to be stopped. Inigo Hull had given his life trying to stop it, only to be shot in the back with his own gun by that scum Tobin Roherty…


There was no one else. He looked around for Major Cawthorne, but saw no one—


 “Traitor!” the drawn-out, wounded cry came from just behind him. Stickney whirled around, the unfamiliar bulk of the .45 Colt slippery in his shaky hand, but the curved saber at his throat and the gun barrel in his back ran any fanciful dreams of action right out of his mind.


Cawthorne seethed in his ear.
“You abandoned us, boy. You and that gutless prairie-nigger bounty hunter left us to die—”


“No, Major, it wasn’t like that! Hull was right, and we were wrong! You were—”


“Shut your yellow hole, you goddamned renegade!” Cawthorne smashed Stickney in the mouth with the butt of his pistol. Stickney dropped quickly, then Cawthorne kicked him where he lay. “This is why they must be exterminated and swept away, root and branch! Behind their subhuman masks, they’re animals or worse! Their way of life is a disease, and you’ve become infected, Mr. Stickney—”


Despite his wounds, Stickney rolled over and raised the gun, pulled the trigger with his eyes closed and shot Major Cawthorne in the throat, then hammered him three more times before he hit the ground.


Spooked flocks of
vampire bats shrieked and took wing, flapping back into the bottomless gulf. The endless dance of devolution continued around the Indian agent. On his perch at the summit, Malakai clapped and shouted, “It feels good, doesn’t it?”


Stickney numbly levered himself upright and stepped over Cawthorne’s corpse, staggering towards the high altar, when he got his first glimpse of the cavern beyond the pyramid. Stickney’s head swam and his stomach rolled when he looked out into it and saw nothing at all, forever.


The irregular edge of the chasm cut across the far corner of the step pyramid, and Stickney realized with sickly certainty that the whole pyramid lay upon a shelf thrust far out over the void. The ribbed roof of the cave gave way, likewise, to a perfect blackness teeming with flapping, chittering nightmares.


The floor beneath them sagged and swayed in sympathy with every rolling impact of the tribe’s feet and fists pounding upon the crumbling basalt bricks. If they only beat the earth with their bodies a little harder, and in rhythmic unison, the ledge beneath them would surely collapse into the bottomless gulf of N’kai.


He forced his eyes back down to the ground before his feet. The gun was much lighter in his hand. He pointed it and squeezed off a warning shot. “Malakai—or whatever you call yourself! Release your claim upon these people forthwith!”


Malakai regarded him with a short bark of sneering laughter. “Will you release them, as well? Did you not drive them from their homes and drop them at my door? Did you not starve them in summer and leave them to freeze in winter, and quietly murder their way of life? I did not take them, little man. You delivered them to me. You sent them on the Backward Path. And look, I have answered their prayers.”


All about the pyramid, the Comanche lurched on in their dreadful dance, but their faltering steps grew elastic and fluid, swimming through the air as if through molasses, and their bodies began to change.


Arms and legs bowed and warped under their weight, as if their bones were becoming soft, rotting or melting inside them. Some among the mob writhed on the basalt steps, wracked with convulsions and spraying foam from impossibly stretching mouths as they vomited forth, bone by painful bone, their own skeletons. Stickney bit back bile and clawed at his skull to hold in his sanity as those boneless bodies rose up again to slither the Backward Path in a monstrous imitation of Tsathoggua’s formless offspring.


Such things could not be, and yet he saw them. He could not stand to see any more, but perhaps he could stop it.


Stickney sighted down the big steeple on the end of the Colt’s barrel and shot the priest.


Malakai didn’t even flinch as the bullet passed through his chest. “We are all Nature’s instruments, white man. The world is a game playing itself. But you are not the proper instrument, for my deliverance.”


Stickney came closer. The liquid shadows at the base of the altar quivered and drew erect and raked the air with branching, barbed pseudopods. Swimming in sweat and goosebumps, he fired again.


Malakai twisted and let the bullet cleave the air beside his face. “I will die tonight, but I prefer to be killed by a knife. I would suffer you to bear witness, but don’t try my patience. Where is Inigo Hull?”


Oh God, he doesn’t know, Stickney thought. And instantly, Malakai did know.


Lifting a long, tapered dagger, he slashed the air and leapt down from the altar. “You monstrous, bloodthirsty, vain, greedy, hollow fools! You could not even be trusted to bring him to me!”


Stickney jumped back and turned his face away as he emptied the gun at Malakai.


When he turned to look at what he’d shot, a flying torrent of black slime engulfed the gun and swallowed his hand up to the wrist. When he pulled it back, the gun was gone and so, down to the smoking bone, was his hand.


Stickney sank sobbing to his knees, cradling the cauterized stump. Malakai stood over him. “If you are so intent on being useful, you may fall on this knife, or throw yourself into the pit.”


Stickney closed his eyes. A chill, damp sensation enveloped him. He must be going into shock. When he opened them again, he saw only clouds of blue mist pouring up the pyramid steps to converge on Malakai’s perch.


“You are welcome to watch, my brothers and cousins,” the high priest sneered, “but if you would stand between K’n-Yan and its rebirth to glory, then I will add your poison souls to the sacrifice.”


The blue mist eddied and swarmed and clotted around a pillar, stout and suddenly quite solid. The pillar raised its arms and shook itself, then waved away the mists, which retreated like whipped dogs from the resurrected man.


Stickney hid his head, then looked up and whimpered, “It can’t be… I saw you die…”


“I was not allowed to,” said Inigo Hull. His hair was still the color of steel dust, but the wrinkles in his face and the stooped weariness in his carriage had been ironed out of his rawboned, powerful form.


A cold, noxious wind blew up from the mouth of the pit. Hull’s hair flew back from his head, laying bare his earless skull.


Malakai laughed. “Excellent! Now, you are truly one of us, my son! But you could have restored your ears and teeth. Will you always see yourself as maimed?”


“You did not give me these scars,” Hull replied. “I earned them.”


“And you know, at last, why you were always so precious to me. I gave my only daughter to the outer world, but the world gave you to me. And all for what must be done, tonight.”


Hull drew his coffin-handled knives from their sheaths and held them up to catch both the yellow glow of the fire and the blue glow of the atomic lantern. Any shock he might’ve felt at the revelation, he shrugged it off with a grim and mirthless smile. “I’ve only ever wanted one thing from you, old man. Nothing between us has changed.”


Malakai stepped closer to Hull, who seemed paralyzed, or even—Stickney felt sick at the thought—a trick of the damnable blue mist, and not the real Hull, at all.


“Perfect!” Malakai cried. “I had hoped you would bring a knife.”


Malakai jumped back as Hull surged after him, hacking the air in audible arcs with his bloodthirsty knives. The high priest climbed back onto the altar and took up his own dagger. “Iä Tsathoggua, Father of Night! Iä G’noth-ykagga-ha! Awaken with the bitter blood of this offering to crush our enemies!”


The Comanche dancers redoubled their savage ritual, hurtling over the fire or beating their heads into the ground until the bricks were slick with blood. Many lay dead or dying before the fire. And many more succumbed to the final throes of the Backward Path, expelling their bones and raising twisting tentacle-arms to their new god in a blasphemous mockery of spiritual rebirth.


The floor beneath the pyramid groaned a long slow song of tortured stone that added a desperate urgency to the dance. Spreading webs of cracks shot through rotted masonry. The ledge was breaking apart under their feet, yet no one but Stickney took any notice.


And when he looked beyond it, out there in the perfect void that seemed at first to offer the only respite from carnage and horror—now he sensed that the boundless darkness was no longer an emptiness at all, but a presence that filled the void as nightmares fill sleep. It was no avatar or idol, but an incarnation of darkness itself, for unless Stickney had finally lost his mind, he now saw the guttering bonfire lights reflected in a pair of colossal, half-lidded eyes that watched in the gulf, drowsily mocking their fighting and dying and hungering to be filled with all that lived in the light.


Hull lunged up after Malakai with both knives upraised, but suddenly, he stopped, just out of reach of the waiting, passive priest. Perhaps he saw it, too.


Something was wrong. The blue-eyed monster could not help gloating as he thrust out his pallid chest to accept the blade. “Yes, kill me, Inigo Hull. Deliver me to Him, as the ritual demands. To awaken the sleeping Father of Night, his favored priest must be slain by another priest of the blood. The father must die by the hand of the son. Surely, you can do this much?”


Hull looked at the knives, and then at the Kotsotekas band, dying or worse on the crumbling pyramid. Then he looked for some time into the void. He said nothing, did not move.


“If you will not play your role,” Malakai sneered, “then all of them will still belong to Him. And if you die by my hand or your own, remember that your blood and soul are recorded in the dreaming engines of Yoth. We can keep bringing you back and trying it until you get it right.”


Hull stood frozen for a long moment, but finally he sheathed his knives on his belt. “I am sick to death of killing you. If your gods were apt to trade blood for miracles, they would have awakened long ago. This nation is red and ripe with the blood of millions, and still they sleep.”


Hull stood fast before the silently fuming Malakai. Stickney fought the urge to step between them, for a web of silent conflict seemed to weave the air between them in flexing nets of invisible force.


“No,” Hull finally said, breathless but resolute, “I will not kneel to Tsathoggua. And neither will my people.”


Stickney felt, rather than heard, a roaring voice speaking the Comanche tongue, too fast and too loud for him to understand any of it. But he was not the audience for the bolt of thought that stormed the cavern.


His sight was obscured by a flurry of overwhelming images, each striking with the force of a seizure: of men a mile in height riding on horses of fire over oceans of buffalo; of decorated dancers and storytellers leading a laughing band of families in a song of earth and sky; of an old, old woman teaching a little girl to care for a silent, pale baby with deep green eyes; of a fierce warrior launching long arrows from the back of a galloping horse, three at a time, as if to shoot down the sun.


In the blink of an eye, he reminded them that they were the people of the horse, the warlike masters of the plains, and the gentle finders of lost children. They were the children of the ones who walked away from the decadent decay of K’n-Yan, and chose a harder, simpler life. They were the Comanche, and they would not bow to a beast, or the god of beasts.


Instantly, the mad, raw-throated chanting behind him fell silent. The surviving dancers froze and then shrank to the bloody stone steps, weeping and gasping for breath.


It seemed Malakai fought for the strength to stab Hull’s eyes out. Though he did not move, his narrow chest heaved and bucked, and his pale face darkened with scarlet blossoms of broken blood vessels spreading like spilled wine under his skin. “No, you are but a child… You could not possibly know how to walk in their minds…”


“But I have had a great teacher, in you,” Hull grated. Despite the strain in his pained expression, he pressed forward, driving Malakai back towards the high altar. “That first time we met, you walked through my mind, and every time since, you’ve searched me to find if I was mad enough yet, to join you. But every time we met, I learned more of how you did it, and I learned more of what you are.


“Did you really think it would come as a surprise to me, to learn I was of the blood of K’n-Yan? Did you think it would break me, and remake me into you? I was a tool to you, as you are a tool to the evil gods you serve. The Comanche tried to give me a home, when no one else would. They told me I was one of them, but I lost my way. When you showed me what I am, you reminded me of what I could have been, and could be, still. Thank you for that.”


The pyramid was littered with dozens of dead and dying bodies, and the transformed ones had seemingly slipped away, but the hundred and thirty or so survivors had begun to recollect themselves. Lifting wailing children and shouldering the old ones and the wounded, they limped down the steps of the pyramid. However, their long road to the surface was blocked by another mob of naked, battered bodies that came shuffling to the foot of the pyramid bearing an object that flashed with blinding azure light.


Stickney rushed to get ahead of the Comanche in leaving, but he hid behind Hull when he saw the silent procession of y’m-bhi
shambling up the steps of the pyramid towards the high altar.


The scorched and half-cremated undead slaves bore an even more haggard specimen on their shoulders like a conquering hero: one who, for all its grievous bodily wounds, was yet somehow alive. “God damn you…Hull,” the blackened husk of a man cried, and Stickney realized it was Tobin Roherty.


He got his treasure at last, Stickney thought.


Cradled in his arms was an enormous, oddly-faceted crystal that glowed with a sinister indigo radiance so pure and hypnotic, it seemed to warp the air around it into the fleeting phantoms of screaming faces.


The same awful azure light gushed out of Tobin Roherty’s eyeholes. Stickney supposed that, if he had stolen the gemstone from the machines with which the people of Tsath resurrected themselves, then perhaps he’d become the last refuge for all the immortals of K’n-Yan trapped inside it. A thousand lunatic ghosts howled with his throat as the y’m-bhi
bore him closer to the altar.


“You treacherous sidewinder,
I’ll see you in Hell—”


“There are many Hells,” replied Hull. “I doubt we’ll end up in the same one.” He turned to Malakai and bowed. “If your god must have a sacrifice, let us see what he makes of this one.”


With Roherty screaming curses all the way, the y’m-bhi marched off the edge and plummeted into the void. The cracks in the pyramid became groaning fault lines. The outer edge of the pyramid crumbled away into the gulf. Stickney listened intently, not expecting to hear them hit the bottom, but he heard them hit, or get caught by something, much sooner than he expected.


Malakai screamed a wordless battle cry and flung himself upon Hull. The half-breed danced back and drew his knives to drive them both into Malakai’s breast…then just as quickly dropped them and threw his arms wide, as the high priest fell upon him.


Like a rattler’s strike, the dagger lanced out for Hull’s throat, but he dodged it and caught Malakai in a fierce embrace. Almost, one could have thought that Hull had forgiven everything and expressed only his love for his grandfather, until the bones of the medicine man’s spine began to pop like corn in a fire. Malakai went limp in Hull’s arms and dropped his dagger.


“If you had only given me a home and a name,” Hull said, “I might have been yours, and eager to help you burn down the world.”


“When I am gone…” Malakai croaked, “He will call to you, in his greedy dreaming. You are the last one left who can wake Him, now… You will never know peace…”


“When have I ever known peace?” Hull’s laugh was bitter, but deep and loud with relief. “When have I ever asked for peace? If he calls, I will tell him what I have told you. He can’t afford me.”


Malakai gurgled and spat blood by way of reply. He tried to drag himself to the edge, but Hull held him tighter and twisted his neck until he sighed and finally died. He dissolved in Hull’s arms in a churning cloud of blue smoke that wafted about as if desperate to take solid form again; but the granular mist dissipated on the noisome breeze of N’kai, which Stickney darkly suspected was no wind at all, but some kind of belch.


Stickney whooped with joy, so great was his relief, but then he looked around and saw only a glowering Inigo Hull and a horde of painted Comanche refugees gathered around him.


“I won’t tell anyone,” Stickney stammered, “what I saw—”


Hull picked up the dagger and some other odd effects from the strange blue puddle where Malakai had died, and turned the full force of his gaze on Stickney’s shivering form. The wounded Indian agent felt steel-tipped fingers tapping on the paper walls of his mind. “And what
will
you tell them?”


He bethought himself for a long moment before choosing his answer. “I will tell them that the Kotsotekas got lost, but we found them, and led them home.”


Hull looked into him for a long time, and then simply said, “Good. And Major Cawthorne?”


“I’ll tell them I hope they find him, someday. And to start looking in Mexico.” Stickney stumbled, and Hull caught him as they began to climb the spiraling steps out of N’kai.


“That thing in the pit…Sa—”


“Never say it,” Hull hissed.


Stickney felt light-headed, and rushed to get it out before he fainted. “If it ever awakens—”


“Not in your lifetime, white man,” said Inigo Hull. “But if that day ever comes, I will be waiting.”


Hull helped Stickney to his feet, and together the two men staggered upwards, leading the refugees up the long trail to daylight.





MirrorrorriM



 








D.L. Snell



 



 




 




 




[image: tmp_9a9c56f76620cd3a76bcecce9de2bda6_WuKubH_html_m4c5faaca.png]







 




[image: tmp_9a9c56f76620cd3a76bcecce9de2bda6_WuKubH_html_40f44ef9.png]


 




What’s the difference between a duck?


—Setup for an absurdist joke


 




I



 



 




“In the end you’ll realize it isn’t supposed to make sense,” Dr. Specht said as Justin reviewed his own new-patient paperwork, which someone else had already filled out. “That’s the purpose of the joke.”


“How’d you know all of this?” Justin asked, ignoring the doctor as he read farther down the new-patient form.


First Name: Justin


Last Name: Devecka


He and Dr. Specht sat on black furniture in a white room, the doc on a chair, Justin on a couch. Framed MRI scans decorated the room with every plane of a normal human brain: unilobed.


City: Portland


State: OR


“How do you know I don’t have insurance?”


A thick lens magnified Specht’s right eye. His leg was crossed, his right hand steepled—a patient praying mantis.


Justin felt as if he were the MRI scan, a tumor of socioeconomic, psychological disorder. His gauged ear, the holes in his baggy pant leg: he was glad to have worn a long-sleeve shirt to cover the black design on his hand.


“May I ask why the emergency contact is marked ‘Not applicable’?” Specht asked.


“You wrote it, you tell me. How’d you get all of this information?”


The doctor said, “See the referral section.”


Justin looked and saw his ex-girlfriend’s name. “Denise gave you all this?”


“She asked me to mark ‘Not Applicable’ as your emergency contact.” Out of the blue, Specht said, “May I ask about your parents?”


Justin chuffed. “You weren’t kidding.”


“Kidding?”


“That you’re unorthodox.”


Specht smiled. “Mr. Devecka, you probably know a little about self injury, correct? I mean, you must.”


“Yeah, Denise had a pamphlet. Better than Stephen King.”


“Well, as you know, many self-injurers have a history of sexual or physical abuse. Some self-mutilate to give form to some kind of chaos; some because it’s better to feel physical pain than nothing at all. So it is imperative I know about your parents.”


Justin said, “It’s right there on your form, right where it says deceased.”


“Why did they die?”


“Uh, how? Drunk driver.”


“Describe your childhood,” Specht said.


“You know, typical kid shit. Skating Burnside, smoking pot under the bridge. Fucking OMSI.”


“Ah, a wonderful museum. I was partial to the Body Worlds exhibit myself. But I did say childhood, not adolescence.”


“Fine, man, childhood was great. Sometimes my dad yelled at me. Sometimes Mom cried. But you know what, we all loved Christmas.”


“Any holes in your memory?”


Justin said, “I can’t even remember what I ate for breakfast—of course there’s holes.”


“Would you like to fill them in?”


Justin said he didn’t have the money for this shit, and stood to leave.


“Wait.” Specht pointed at the new-patient form. “There’s a backside…”


Justin flipped the page, wondering what else Denise had shared. On the reverse, someone had photographed the black design on his hand. The ends of which currently crept beneath his sleeve. He should have worn a glove.


“Where the hell did you get this?” Justin asked.


“I answered that in the referral section.”


“Denise gave you this?”


“The true question is: why your left hand?”


Justin threw the clipboard on the couch. “Maybe Denise needs therapy.” He tried to leave, but the door was stuck. “Unlock it,” he said.


Specht smirked.
“Try again.”


Justin watched through the crack as he turned the knob, and the latch disengaged. Still, the door stuck.


“It’s an old building,” Specht said, as if in explanation. “They say that Old Town is the first tree ring in Portland history.”


Without segue, he reflected the photo of Justin’s skin art in a little mirror. “Are you familiar with Rorschach tests?”


Justin, about to ram his shoulder into the door, paused. He had never seen his own inky coils from that perspective, yet he recognized the mirrored pattern from…


(crucified naked)


…somewhere.


“Someone once said that even nothing means something,” said the doctor. “This inkblot for example, your tattoo: it is chaos. Meaningless, like the universe. Yet, give it symmetry…” He angled the mirror. “And it’s a butterfly, or mushrooms, or anything you wish it to be.”


“Yeah, yeah, life is but a dream. Open the door please.”


“Is that what the Rorschach means to you?” Specht asked.


“I don’t know—what’s it mean to you, doc?”


Specht smiled, not at all the reaction Justin had wanted.
“Objectively, my lens shows a crawling chaos. But upon reflection…I see something born again.”


For almost a minute, they stared each other down. Specht never blinked.


“It’s a fucking tattoo,” Justin said, and to his surprise he could open the door.


“You’re welcome to join my group therapy sessions,” Specht called. “Every Wednesday and Friday night. It’s free.”


Justin said, “See ya, doc.”


He left the door wide open.


 




* * *


 




Coming out of Specht’s building, Justin lit a cigarette and started down the stoop.


“Hey, What’s-Yer-Name,” a girl called from the sidewalk, as if she knew him already, and well enough to nickname him. She was texting on a phone and never looked up. “Can I bum a smoke?”


Sunlight, filtering through the urban forest, dappled her hair. Her black dye job looked fake. And her long bangs covered the entire side of her face.


“Well?” she asked.


“Sorry,” Justin said, flicking ash. “My last one.”


She came up a few steps to meet him in the middle, her right thumb still twittering across the phone’s keypad. “I can share,” she said.


Justin kissed his smoke goodbye. “Here. You can have it.”


The girl tucked away her phone and accepted the gift; she only had eye for the cigarette, which sometimes was all a girl needed.


Justin tried again to leave. He felt as if he couldn’t find his footing on the staircase with this girl around.


“So you’re a lefty, huh?” she asked before a drag.


“Yep.”


Holding her smoke, she asked him, “Have we ever met?”


“Nope. Not that I remember.”


Blowing out, she said, “What’s your name?”


“Justin.”


“Well, Justin…” She handed the cigarette to him. “After the Big Bang, some girls enjoy a drag. So thanks.”


She entered the building, and he took a thoughtful puff. His cigarette was lubricated with the taste of plain lip gloss.


For shame. He didn’t even know her name.


 




II



 



 




Her name was Theresa. Specht held group therapy twice a week in the studio above his office building, and Wednesday night Theresa attended. Justin was glad to see a familiar face, other than Specht’s.


Out of seven members, he was the only male; the only lefty, as the women were quick to point out.


“No donuts and coffee?” he asked as he settled onto the floor to complete their circle. Two of the women giggled, though he seriously had no money for dinner and had been expecting a handout.


“Let’s all go counterclockwise and introduce ourselves,” Specht said.


Most of their names slipped Justin’s mind immediately, but he remembered Sarah, the librarian who liked to extinguish cigarettes on her arm, and he remembered the club owner, Beatrice, who preferred to cut herself and pierce the scars.


On his turn for introduction, Justin felt glad for his hoodie; he wore his cuff as a fingerless glove, to cover the inky tentacles on his hand, the thing Specht had called a tattoo. He just mumbled his name and left it at that.


“I’m currently unemployed,” Theresa said during her introduction. Compared to the other woman, she looked normal: virginal skin, no evidence of self-inflicted pain. Normal, except for the dye job and mourner’s-veil bangs.


When everyone finished talking about themselves, Specht said, “Sarah, I do believe it’s your turn tonight.” Everyone stared at her. Justin felt anxious and wondered why.


Sarah nodded at Specht and stood in the middle of the circle. The room must have been a dance studio at one time. Mirrors lined both walls like LCDs playing the same thing, but each from a different angle, and each reflecting the other.


Without hesitation, Sarah stripped into infinity.


“Hey,” Justin said as she pushed down her underwear, “you don’t have to—”


Beatrice, the woman with the piercings, shushed him.


Sarah unhooked her bra and posed, facing the length of the room instead of its mirrors, her nipple stiffened from the cold. He would have liked looking at her, if burns hadn’t covered the one half of her body with strange symbols.


“What do you see?” Specht asked the group. His monocle magnified Sarah and, at the same time, stared at Justin from the convex in its lens.


“I see crop circles,” said Beatrice.


“The flower of life,” said another.


Justin claimed to see nothing, nothing at all.


Each woman in the circle interpreted the various marks. On Specht’s turn, he said, “You may face the mirrors.”


Slowly, Sarah turned to her reflection. She looked from one burn mark to the next, as if reading a language.


“Are you able to translate it?” Specht asked.


Sarah shook her head.


The doctor nodded. “Of course you can’t. You’re missing hieroglyphics.”


Sarah squinted at her reflections. Her scatter plot of burns seemed denser in the mirrors. The inside of her thigh was white and unmarred, yet the mirrors showed a burn like two splitting cells—as if her reflections differed from her physical self.


Justin rejected the notion the minute she closed her leg. It was impossible.


“I should’ve just gone to a strip club,” he said, although a strip club wouldn’t have made him so mad. He wondered if they expected him to strip.


Beatrice turned to him.
“That’s demeaning.”


Specht said, “This group is about symmetry, Mr. Devecka. Not chaos.”


“Yeah, whatever. I think it’s a creepy way to take advantage.”


“You’d be more secure without your Little Lefty,” Beatrice said, flicking her eye toward his crotch. A few of the mean-looking girls chuckled over his testicle’s new name.


Sarah, still on display, crossed her right arm over her belly to warm the gooseflesh there.


“What do you see?” Theresa asked Justin, fixing him with a feline eye. “In her?”


He glanced at Sarah, shook his head, then picked at his shoe. He could translate Theresa’s question in so many ways. He could do the same for a lot of things.


Finally Specht said, “Good job tonight, Sarah. You can dress yourself.”


She thanked him and slipped into her underwear.


Before the session had a chance to end, Justin walked out and didn’t give a shit what they had to say about it. On his way toward the stairs, he heard Specht saying to the group, “Friday will be your navel-gazing, Beatrice. I do believe.”


 




* * *


 




On the street outside, Theresa stopped him. She had followed him out of the building.


“What?” Justin asked over his shoulder, shivering against the cold night.


“Will you come on Friday?” After waiting for his reply, which never came, she added, “I’ll bring donuts.”


Justin laughed. “Nice meeting you, Theresa,” and he left her in the dark.


 




III



 



 




Beatrice had pierced even her labium. Hoops, clustered along the lip, shined in the studio light. Scars, from cutting, threaded her piercings in various designs.


“What do you see?” Specht asked the group.


“Some kind of scales,” Sarah replied. “Like she’s got the Innsmouth look.”


The girls all laughed.


“Mr. Devecka?” Specht asked. “What do you see?”


Justin contemplated the question. Strangely he felt more comfortable studying Beatrice than he had Sarah. He had seen Beatrice’s type in body piercing magazines; the type that sought pleasure in pain. Sarah, on the other hand, wasn’t that type.


“Kind of reminds me of a poem where this lady catches an old fish,” he said. “The fish has, like, five hooks grown into its mouth, with the fishing line still on them.”


“Hey, I’ve read that one,” Theresa said. “‘The Fish.’”


Specht nodded. “‘Like medals with their ribbons frayed and wavering,’” he quoted, “‘a five-haired beard of wisdom.’”


“That’s the one,” Justin said.


Beatrice glared at him. “So I’m a bearded fish?”


Before he could defend himself, Theresa replied, “No, I think he means you’ve survived.”


Justin let them all believe he was that deep.


The group finished interpreting Beatrice’s mutilations, and then Specht instructed her to face the mirrors.


Beatrice turned and studied her reflection. “Hey,” she said, waving to herself so that her doppelganger’s left hand also moved in endless iterations. “I’m a lefty too.” Her mean eye found Justin, and all the girls chuckled.


“Enough,” Specht said.


Beatrice returned to herself in the mirrors.


Justin wondered why all these women were so comfortable with their bodies, when they had so much to hide. Specht’s therapy was obscene. And yet Justin had returned and couldn’t explain why. Couldn’t explain a lot of things.


“Have you yet to translate it?” the doctor asked her.


Beatrice nodded.


“Then translate it for the rest of us.”


“Ut vulgtlagln!” Beatrice said, and a strange fervor ignited her eye; her body swelled with the pressure of it. She read the rest of the symbols that marred her immeasurable reflection. “Ut vulgtlagln—uaaah!”


Her eye found Specht’s in the mirrors. His face remained unreadable.


“Your translation is…a sentence fragment,” he said.


Justin almost laughed. If grammar was the only thing wrong with the gibberish she’d just spouted, then Justin had a lot to learn.


Beatrice’s eye glossed like a cod’s, and her loose lips opened to say something. But then she shut her mouth and looked away.


Specht smiled subtly. “The clause is dependent,” he said. “And your body work punctuates it.”


Beatrice, confused, looked down at her physical self. Specht joined her amid the circle.


“Symmetry,” he announced. “Studies have shown the less symmetry in a person, the more aggressive, sick and depressed, the less sexually appealing.”


Justin glanced at his own face in the mirror. His right side had always appeared to frown back at him.


He and Theresa briefly met eyes; he wondered how she could stand all that hair in hers.


“Physicists no longer fancy the Yin Yang of Bang-Crunch. We fancy entropy—evolution!” Specht shook his fist. “We will speciate and alienate in cold, cellular survival, better to eat you with, my dear.”


Justin started to tune out the preaching, and found himself staring at Theresa. She reminded him of someone. Of his ex, Denise, perhaps—but that wasn’t the reason his thoughts always turned to her. Theresa reminded him of someone else too. Someone vaguely familiar. A bunch of different girls, actually, depending on the angle of her expression. Every single girl he’d ever been with or had ever been attracted to.


Specht said, “We conceive an asymptotic number of parallel universes. We! With our little pea brains.” He held up a finger and said, “O Zeno: one of them must make us parabolic! Madam, I’m Adam, no Eve—no split of the Adam!”


His voice grew quieter until he was muttering about the foliated detail of stool lamina.


His eye, magnified to insectile dimensions, twitched back and forth, computing something on sub-atomic particles. Justin had seen this type of madness before, in street people. Specht quickly recovered.


“Mind over dark energy—and Beatrice, the fragment!” He turned and gestured as if he’d remembered her, the bearded fish. “Read the sentence as an ambigram, dear. A Rorschach between body and mirror.”


She glanced from her torso to her reflection, working her mouth as she puzzled together the language. “Ut, Nyarlathotep! Ut vulgtlagln Christ…”


“Ah,” Specht said, “yes. Our savior.” He laid a hand on Beatrice’s shoulder. “You are born again, my dear.”


She could barely suppress her smirk.


“That will be all for tonight,” the doctor said to the group. As they all got up from the circle, Justin’s tingling leg learned to walk again.


Theresa stopped him on the street. “I didn’t bring donuts,” she said. “Want to go get some?”


“Uh…no, I should probably be getting home.”


“My treat.”


“Um…”


Her smile convinced him.
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They ordered donuts to go because Theresa said it was a waste of time just sitting and eating. She convinced him of touring the Shanghai Tunnels instead.


“Aren’t they just a cramped little brick underground with sewer pipes above your head? Not really a good place for donuts,” Justin said.


Her playful smile suggested that Justin didn’t really know a thing.


They joined the group of tourists and the guide led everyone down a staircase through a hatch in the sidewalk. Everyone got a flashlight and turned it on as they entered the city’s foundation.


Specht had called Old Town the first tree ring in Portland’s history. So then the tunnels were the heart rot: a city grid of brick archways, irregular-stone masonry walls, and wooden supports for the businesses above. All manner of pipes and wires ran overhead, only some of them insulated.


Justin breathed shallowly for all the dust. It smothered everything, so that relics blended in as dirty lumps. Close up, Justin could make out the coil of bedsprings, the tessellations of chicken wire, and the QWERTY of an old keyboard.


“Since the 1800s,” the guide said, stopping next to an old mattress, “criminals used these tunnels to trap sailors and loggers and other able-bodied men from the taverns above.”


To demonstrate, he pulled on a rope in the ceiling, and a trapdoor swung down. A scarecrow fell through onto the mattress.


“The kidnappers would then beat the men into submission and sell them to ship captains as white slaves.”


Nearby, he indicated a pile of old boots and told the tale of barefooted captives, trapped in a dungeon of broken glass.


People took pictures and jiggered with their cell phones, so that LCDs swam the depths in bioluminescence. Theresa texted as if baited by a dangling light. Because of the confines, and because of the angle, Justin couldn’t read over her shoulder.


“The white slave trade continued well into the time of Prohibition, when all of the bars moved underground with the opium dens.”


As the group moved toward one of the prison cells, Theresa took Justin’s hand and pulled him away from the voices and lights. “Come on,” she said. “I’m bored.”


She let go and looked at her phone, as if for navigation, and took off. Justin ducked and maneuvered around pipes to keep up.


Through a smash in one of the walls, they stooped. Theresa’s flashlight cast a jumble of crumbling old chairs as eight-legged shadows, with the ribs of a crib on the wall.


“Trying to get me lost?” he asked her.


They stopped; they heard only the footsteps above them. Justin noticed a wooden cell like the opium dens they’d seen earlier: some old wood slapped together in a corner, warped with age. This one had been built no bigger than half a confessional.


“It’s where they kept the women,” Theresa said quietly, “until their spirits broke.”


She explained nothing more, and somehow that made it worse.


She sat inside the cell and set up her flashlight like a lantern. “Sit,” she said. “Eat.”


He plopped down in the dirt outside, and she opened their sack of treats. He had ordered donut holes; she had bought a Voodoo Doll in chocolate.


“So,” Justin said after a few moments of snacking and looking up at the joists. “Stripping in front of Specht: you’re cool with that?”


“Mmm-hmm.” She wiped her mouth on a napkin from the sack and flicked her mourner’s veil of bangs. “I haven’t gone all the way like Sarah and Beatrice yet—haven’t done a full navel-gazing, but…Henry’s helped me a lot.”


“Henry?”


“Dr. Specht.”


“Oh, right.”


Theresa twisted her voodoo doll’s left arm. “Actually, Henry helped me remember all sorts of stuff.”


“Like what?” Immediately he knew better. Therapy was confidential for a reason.


She leaned forward and wiped powdered sugar off of his chin. Her fingerprint rasped against his stubble. “I think Beatrice is wrong about you.”


“Yeah? What’d she say?”


“The same thing she says about all men.”


“And what’s that?”


“She’s wrong about you though.”


“Maybe you’re wrong.”


Her smile deepened into a dimple.
“Maybe.”


For a while he ate in silence. She probed her donut’s gut. In a way, he was glad she hadn’t answered his question.


“Specht wanted to hypnotize me,” Justin said, picking through the donut sack, trying not to contaminate it with dust. “At least, I’m pretty sure that’s what he wanted. But I’m sick of doctors, quacking around my head—you know? I’m sick of those people who just sit around, thinking about the universe. I mean, look at what Sarah and Beatrice and some of the other girls have done to themselves. The strange symbols and stuff… Has Specht really helped them? Or made it worse?”


Theresa abruptly said, “Those don’t exist.”


“Huh?”


She pointed at his donut: “Holes. They don’t exist. It’s something my mother used to say. Holes don’t have calories, so she could eat as many as she wants.”


“Huh.” Justin had lost his appetite. He had heard the saying before, about holes.


“That’s one of the things I remembered,” Theresa said. “The first time Henry helped me.”


She reached over and lightly played piano on the back of his hand. He hadn’t worn the hoodie with the cuff-made-glove, so inky tendrils uncoiled from beneath his sleeve.


“Love your tat,” she said. “I’ve always wanted one. A sun, maybe, or two cells splitting. Where’d you get it?”


Justin gently pulled his hand away to grab a donut hole that didn’t exist. “Believe me, you don’t want one. They’re like scars.”


“I like scars,” she said, and her eye grew keen with a smile. “You show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”


“That’s all there is to see,” Justin said. “Mine stops at the wrist.” It didn’t. He sat back and dug out a cigarette. “Want some fresh air?”


“Sure.”


Smoking in any Oregon establishment, even in the tunnels, had been illegalized. They found their way outside and sat on a bench. Theresa wore shorts, and he noticed how long her leg was, buckled with grace like a fawn’s.


He offered her a cigarette, but she insisted they share. As she exhaled into the lamplight, he glanced at her. The light clearly illuminated her hair, the dye in it, but not the side of her face beneath it.


“So what do you remember from when you were a kid?” she asked, studying her nebulae of smoke.


Justin looked away from her, down the empty street…


(holes don’t exist)


“I was in the hospital a lot,” he said, with instant regret.


Theresa said, “What kind of hospital?”


“Kid’s hospital.”


“Like Doernbecher?” she asked.


Doernbecher was a hospital and part of the Oregon Health and Science University: a construction of skywalks, parking garages, and curved architectures of metal and glass better suited to a space station. Specialists there treated cleft palates, hydrocephaly, and other diversities.


“Yeah, sort of like Doernbecher,” Justin said. “Only a longer elevator ride.”


“Do you remember Christmas?”


He shrugged. “The hospital was always decorated.” Making a joke about it didn’t improve the situation. He started to say goodbye, that he had to catch the train. He couldn’t stand all the questions.


“Well, goodnight,” Theresa said, beating him to it. She stood and handed him the rest of the cigarette.


He stood up too. “Oh. Want me to walk you home?”


“No, I’m fine.”


She paused. He wondered why.


Then she said, “It’s my turn next week. Wednesday, if you’d like to come.”


“Yeah.” He didn’t immediately grasp what she meant. “Totally.”


“Okay then. Bye, Justin.” She kissed him on the side of the mouth. A quick peck and the taste of lip gloss, lingering long after she had gone.
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“What happened to the couch?” Justin asked, remembering black furniture and MRI art. The entire office had been stripped to the blanks.


“Have you ever played Scattergories?” Specht asked.


“What, the word game?”


“Yes.”


“Yeah, I don’t know—maybe once or twice. Why?”


Specht considered this and nodded. “Because a friend of mine once contested an answer which I thought acceptable. The die had landed on S, and the scattergory was types of vegetable. I responded ‘sliced mushrooms.’”


“Oh, no points!” Justin said, pretending to play the judging round of the game. “I wrote the same answer.”


“This friend of mine,” Specht continued, “he loved the game for the debate, at which he was quite skilled. He worked as a deconstructionist of alien literature.”


“Huh.” Justin was beyond paying any attention to this drivel.


“It was his contention that the state of the mushroom did not matter, whether chopped or whole. I asserted that states of existence certainly do matter, otherwise he could be chopped up himself and couldn’t complain!”


Justin attempted to return the clipboard.
“Here,” he said. “No point in staying if there’s no couch.”


“I’ll see you to the elevator,” Specht said.


“Nah, I can see myself out.”


Specht said, “I’m headed that way.”


“Oh.” Justin considered taking the stairs, but didn’t.


Specht stepped into the elevator first, directly to the console, and Justin said, “Lobby, please.”


The doctor pressed something, and the door closed. The car started to descend.


The elevator smelled familiar, like mold and sea. The indicator light displayed no distinct floors, only the symbol for pi. That, too, seemed familiar.


After two minutes, Justin said, “Did you push the lobby?”


The elevator door opened before Justin realized the car had stopped. Beyond, crowding the large circular floor of the room, anatomical displays posed in different actions. A small group of them played Charades.


Specht stepped out of the car, and Justin, still inside, went immediately to the elevator console. All of the floor numbers had worn off. He pressed the close button, but the door refused to shut all the way.


Justin pressed more buttons to get it to close. The elevator groaned and dropped a few inches on the side.


“Fuck!” He pried open the door and hopped into the museum.


Specht stood waiting.


“Fuck’s wrong with your elevator?”


“It’s an old building,” the doctor said.


Justin looked around, annoyed. He didn’t enjoy Specht’s mind games, and yet he continuously walked right into them. “Where’s the stairs?”


“Opposite side.” Specht pointed through the host of dissected bodies, so Justin went that way.


One of the male cadavers ran toward him, but in place. Muscles exploded off of the man, layer by layer: all part of the tableau, as if he were running so fast that the force had blasted tissues right off of him, all while standing still.


Another cadaver was suspended in midair above Justin, an aerialist arched like a swan but split in half, the internal parts of him suspended, too, between his two halves.


Specht caught up with him. “Anatomist Gunther von Hagens invented plasticization in 1977.”


“Groovy,” Justin said, hoping Specht got that he didn’t give a shit.


“Simultaneously, another scientist perfected it as well.”


“Sweet.”


“Each of them conceived of it independently, on completely different planets, millennia of light years apart—maybe more.”


Justin kept his eye straight ahead. He was getting sick of all the tour guides.


“Essentially, the procedure turns the very muscles, organs, and bones into anatomical models, plasticized in various exploded views.”


Justin expected to smell formaldehyde or something rotten, but the place smelled like a loose lot of old action figures.


“The eyes are the only inorganic part,” Specht said.


Nevertheless, the eyes seemed to follow Justin. One man’s eyeball had popped out of its socket on the fleshy stalk of his optic nerve, like a crab’s.


“Correction,” Specht said, “the breasts are counterfeit as well. To stop decay, all fat and fluid must be subtracted.”


Justin noticed that even the models with breasts had male genitalia. “Are these all dudes?” he asked.


Specht simpered and said, “All art leaves some great question unanswered, Mr. Devecka.”


Justin looked at a few of the men a bit closer and noticed they all had similar facial features and builds. He grew quite certain they all were the same man, but said nothing.


Above the many heads and exploded skulls, he saw the archway for the stairwell entrance. He walked a little faster. Just one last display in his path, and Specht behind him.


This version of the visible man—same face, different dissection—hung in sequential slices, as if a giant biologist had planed him thinly onto microscope slides.


“My Scattergories opponent,” Specht announced. “I call him The Mushroom.”


For the briefest second, Justin slowed. He remembered this particular model, had seen it before at the children’s hospital decades ago. Yet he remembered it clearly, remembered the varying iterations of organs and bones from slide to slide.


“He wanted to prove to me that nothing mattered,” Specht said, “so he donated his body with special instructions on how to prepare him.” He made a grand sweeping gesture with his arm to indicate the entire exhibit of the macabre. “I could have violated his wishes to prove a point, but it was a point that he had unwittingly proven: if states of existence do not matter, why the special instructions?”


Justin tried to throw open the stairwell door without slowing down. He crashed into it a second after he realized it was locked.
“Unlock it,” he said.


Specht jangled keys as he approached. “It was Zeno’s conceit that every halfway point has a halfway point, ad infinitum.”


Justin stepped aside so the doctor could unlock the exit, but stood close enough to intimidate him.


Specht unlocked the knob, but then stood in front of it. “Slice a man thin enough, you can slice him forever.”


Justin said, “Don’t make me make you move.”


So Specht moved.


The stairwell went on and on.
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Still clothed between the mirrors, Theresa stood amid the circle. Justin noticed she had worn neither eye shadow nor lipstick, nor any cover-up of any kind. Her lips parted innocently, and the skin was pitted along her right cheek. Hair still covered the other side.


From the fit of her blouse, Justin guessed she wore no bra.


“What will you be revealing tonight?” Specht asked her from his seat on the floor.


Theresa’s hand shook, though not her voice. “Navel-gazing.”


Everyone smiled and murmured encouragement. Someone said this would be her first time.


Specht, with a smile that barely existed, nodded for Theresa to begin. She nodded too, excruciatingly self-conscious. Justin tried to imagine himself in her place but couldn’t. He didn’t think he was that brave to reveal all of himself—and the black thing growing on him.


Her fingers fumbled and unbuttoned her blouse. From the neckline down in a V, she gradually parted the fabric. Down to the absence of a navel.


Justin’s brow twitched.


No navel.


Sometimes women’s denim rode high and covered the belly button, he thought. Even though
her waistline rode low enough to show chiseled hip, he clung to the rationalization.


“Join the sisterhood!” Beatrice shouted, lifting her own shirt. For the first time, Justin realized she also had no navel. Just a piercing, a hoop that puckered a scar into a lip.


He hadn’t noticed the abnormality during Beatrice’s strip show either. He’d been too distracted by innumerable piercings and scars.


A few women in the circle, including Sarah, grinned timidly at Beatrice’s audacity to interrupt a gazing. Justin wondered if Sarah’s burn marks had hidden her navel as well.


“Theresa has the floor,” Specht said. “Our undivided attention.”


Everyone refocused, and soon Theresa stood nude, breast aquiver, delicate spine in the mirrors. She had no marks, no scars, no evidence of self-mutilation—and definitely no navel.


Justin’s fingers brushed the bottom of his own T-shirt…


(holes do not exist…)


“Tell us, Theresa…” Specht readjusted his lens. “What did you reveal to me about your childhood? During our sessions?”


“Um…” She stared down at her unpainted toes, which wiggled.


Sarah leaned toward her from the circle. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re family.”


Theresa nodded. Her eye focused on the wall above everyone’s heads and darted here and there, as if focusing on any single point would inflict great pain.


“My childhood was perfect,” she said. “Everything was beautiful and nothing hurt.”


Several of the women nodded, as if her revelation hit home. The whites of Theresa’s eye reddened, moistened.


“What do you remember about your parents?” Specht asked.


“Just…their smiles.”


“Did they ever frown, Theresa?”


“Umm…no.”


“Ever scowl or yell?”


“Never.”


“Did they ever make you cry?”


“No. I never-never cried.” Tears dripped off of her chin, then trickled down her breast.


“Did they spank you, hit you, abuse you in any way?” Specht asked.


“No, never. Nothing hurt. Nothing at all.”


“So everything was beautiful and nothing hurt.”


“Yes.”


“And all you remember are smiles.”


“Yes—that’s…yes.”


“But it hurts now, yes?”


“Yes.”


“Because of the holes.”


“Yes.”


“You remember the holes.”


“Yes,” and most of the women chanted it with her.


“Theresa,” Specht said, “show us where it hurts.”


She shut her eye and shed silent tears.


Justin could say nothing. He had wanted to stop the session since the beginning, but—no navel.


“Take off the wig,” Specht said.


Wig? Justin had assumed it was a dye job, cut to hide the side of her face. But a wig did explain the synthetic color.


Specht said,
“Take it off.”


Theresa blushed. Her entire body quaked. Her aureole puckered in one big goose bump.


“Let us gaze.”


“Don’t bully her—” Justin began, but as he said it, Theresa scooped up her clothes and ran from the room.


Justin glared at everyone in the circle. No one said a word or looked at each other. Specht pretended that Justin didn’t exist. So Justin said, “Fuck it,” and he ran after Theresa.


He came around the corner in the hall just in time to see her in the elevator, bent to step into her panties, the most vulnerable part of her parted.


Justin almost called out but let the door close. She needed a few moments alone.


The stairs: he went down them two at a time, hurrying to catch her in the lobby.


The stairwell seemed longer than he remembered, an old wooden one built down a square shaft. It creaked, it cracked. It smelled of dust and old damp breath.


As he went, he glimpsed images of himself riding the elevator with Theresa, as if he had ridden with her instead. “Where are we going?” he asked her, averting his eye. She had put on her underwear but nothing else.


Theresa turned to him, and he saw that tears had wetted her breast. “To see a doctor,” she said…


…and her voice echoed into the stairwell as Justin passed the third floor twice. He figured he’d misread the exits, but then passed the basement before reaching the ground floor.


By the time he hit the lobby, only Theresa’s cell phone remained, jamming the elevator doors—ding!
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On the MAX rails home, Justin debated whether to invade the privacy of her cell. He had a deep pocket. He could lose it easily, dig it out the next time he saw her. If he saw her ever again.


He powered on the phone to its white glare.


Theresa had stored no contacts, no pictures, no special ring tones. Her recent call list was empty as well.


The phone featured some kind of GPS software, which far surpassed Google Maps. He searched for “cool shit around Portland,” and of course the Shanghai Tunnels made the list. OMSI, too. And Doernbecher.


Justin chose to view the skate park under Burnside, and the satellite feed broadcasted live. Even in the sea of night, he could see people skating the steep bowls and jumping big.


With a few screen gestures, he navigated to the street and watched the passersby. But then decided to type Specht’s address, just to see what he could see on the map.


Then something caught his eye.


On a bench near the cell’s periphery, a black homeless man sat in a quantifiably perfect
ventral view. He stared at Justin across the universe of the cell—stared so severely sideways from the corner of his eye that he was but a cross section of a man. If he were to turn around, you might find nothing ever there.


The phone emitted the most basic alien sound and Justin jumped.
One New Message, said the popup obscuring the display.


Someone had mailed a photo of Theresa.


She wasn’t in her wig.
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Less than a block from Specht’s, Justin huddled in a doorway like a bum. He watched the women show up for Friday night’s gazing: Sarah arrived first, followed by a few girls whose names Justin had never known.


He had yet to see Theresa.


Thursday evening, he had spent hours figuring out who had sent her picture. He had dialed the caller’s number several times; each time the static squeal of a fax machine surprised him.


Oddly, the phone number matched the one on Specht’s business card—matched except for one digit. Justin believed in coincidences, but not this one.


Readjusting himself in the doorway near the therapist’s office, he opened the phone to Theresa’s picture. He couldn’t go five minutes without peeking at it.


The photographer had used a telescopic lens, zoomed in. Theresa stood outside in an undisclosed lot, showering in a stall made from timber and tarp. A bucket of water hung above her and drizzled through a showerhead screwed to the base. The rise of her breast hid just above the top rail.


The shower looked like something from Dignity Village, a campground of stick-built homes and tarp shacks for Portland’s homeless and displaced. But Justin had checked there and hadn’t found her.


The focus of the picture sharpened best on her scalp and the side of her face. Short hair lay flat and wet on the right side. On the left, where fake bangs usually hung, a scar had leathered her skin as black as his tattoo.


Theresa must have seen the photographer, because the photo captured her startled glare so accurately that Justin felt as if she were glaring at him through her phone.


So. She had seen the photographer.


Justin looked from her picture to the street, where Beatrice was strolling toward Specht’s. She smoked a clove and wore a black tank top ridiculously too small.


By Justin’s count, only Theresa had ditched therapy tonight. Theresa and himself.


Maybe Theresa had gone inside the building before Justin had set up his stakeout. Maybe she had come early to look for her phone.


Yeah, Justin thought, and to sext with Specht. “Screw it.” He stood to leave. Waste of time.


Beatrice ran into him on the sidewalk.


“You’re late,” she said. Somehow she had doubled back after entering Specht’s office.


“I was just on my way home,” he told her, trying to figure out her magic trick—he had watched her enter the building. He certainly hadn’t imagined it. Cloves still scented her clothes. And her tank top: still black—except now it sported a white inkblot of a three-lobed burning eye titled ‘Vulva’.


Beatrice grabbed Justin’s arm. “Come on, Lefty. You’re part of the family now.”


She dragged him a few steps. He could have pulled away, but just as easily her fingers could have clamped down.


This time Specht’s stairway started off at the exit to the roof, then worked its way to the floor above that.


As he and Beatrice ascended, his fillings received transmissions from the past, snippets of the conversation in the elevator that he and Theresa never had.


Justin remembered that tears had wetted her breastbone. He had asked where they were going and she had said to see a doctor.


 “But…Specht’s upstairs,” he said.


The elevator whirred and wobbled around them, and Justin could tell it was falling.


With a tear she didn’t seem to feel, Theresa said, “Beatrice was right about you…”


And then her voice echoed down the stairwell as Beatrice opened the landing door: first to a tunnel of servers, humming and blinking their idiot lights; second to the old dance studio with its reflections ad infinitum.


The women sat in their circle, no longer perfect but broken where Beatrice, Justin and Theresa usually sat.


Specht said, “Welcome. Have you seen Theresa?”


Justin asked, “Have you? I found your number in her cell.”


“You have her cell?” Beatrice asked, suddenly eyeing Justin up and down. On Beatrice’s tank top, the inkblot had changed to an octopus with dragon wings, comically titled ‘Vagina Dentata’.


“Yes,” Specht said, “I wouldn’t be surprised to find my number in her cell, as I am the one to have given it to her. But I imagine you, Mr. Devecka, would be surprised to find your name stamped on the motherboard.”


“Do you know where she lives?” Justin asked, cutting the bullshit.


Specht’s lens, because of reflected light, had turned into a one-way mirror. “That information is confidential.”


Justin glanced at the women. “Anyone else know where I can find her? Anyone at all?”


Sarah met his stare, but then glanced down at her nails.


“Give me the phone,” Beatrice said, and dug into Justin’s pocket uninvited.


“Hey!” He turned sideways and held up his hand to stop her.


She yanked him forward by the wrist. Shoved down on his shoulder. Down to the floor, planting her knee in his back and wrenching his arm backward and up—he almost cried out.


“Beatrice,” Specht called. “Stop.”


“He’s got the cell, Henry, he—”


“Let him up.”


After a moment she did.


Justin stood, shrugging his shoulder; she had practically pulled it out of socket.


He measured out a look for everyone in the room and said, “I’m going to shut you all down.”


Scales of some sort bristled along Beatrice’s jaw. “Better leave,” she said.


He flipped her off and left.


By the time he noticed he’d escaped Specht’s stairwell, the doors of the MAX were closing behind him—shish!
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An automated woman asked, “Will you accept this collect call from…”


“Pay phone,” said a real woman’s voice, filling in the blank.


Justin said, “Sure.”


The collect call had startled him on first ring, that familiar alien tone. He had been staring at Theresa in the outside shower. He had been remembering what she’d said about how everything was beautiful and nothing hurt, yet also about how holes didn’t exist. He had been staring at the black scar on the left side of her head.


“Hello?” he said into the receiver as the collect call connected.


“I know where you can find her,” a woman replied.


“Theresa?” It certainly sounded like her; although by the time her voice had traveled through space, it belonged solely to the electronic entity of the phone.


“Look,” the woman said, “if you want to know where she is, meet me in the Washington Park Station.”


She disconnected the call.


The voice had been Theresa’s, he was sure. But the woman had said “if you want to know where she is”—who was she if not Theresa?


On the train ride, everyone stared into the space of their cell phones. He did as well: into the space of Theresa’s photo.


(everything full of space…)


An idea occurred to him, and he typed ‘Washington Park Station’ into the cell’s GPS. The station, a tunnel, resembled the set of a sci-fi movie, with its strange curvature and beams. Amazingly, the mapping system could spy even underground. Justin saw the platform’s granite wall, into which a glass tube had been set to display a drill core. The tube’s mounting brackets segmented the strata into a geological timeline, for which labels had been etched above into the stone.


According to the phone’s satellite footage of the tunnel, commuters had deserted the Washington Park platform.


Justin glanced up.


Engineered to go around corners, the segments of the MAX flexed at a joint in the metal. On the other side of the joint, a black homeless man sat at an odd angle. He stared sideways at Theresa’s cell.


Justin recognized the transient from the first time he had messed with the GPS system: the man on the bench, who had stared and stared. Seeing him up close now, Justin recognized him from somewhere else. He couldn’t remember where.


Having lived in the city most of his life, he knew the fine survival tactic of pretending people didn’t exist. So he kept his head down and mimicked texting, even when the train stopped and he disembarked.


On the tunnel platform, Justin turned around to look through the train’s windows. Inside, the transient still stared sideways at the phone. And as the train moved out, the man slowly turned to face Justin. He opened up down his middle, layer by layer like some kind of sliced mushroom—and then he became whole again as a lefty and the train was gone.


“That documentary was filmed here,” Sarah said behind Justin, and he leapt.


“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked, hiding the cell deep in his pocket.


A cardigan, blouse, and blue denim concealed Sarah’s burn scars. She said, “This is where they filmed the water experiment. Where the one water was told ‘I love you,’ and it looked like this kaleidoscope; but the other water…the one that was told ‘I hate you’…it looked like something’s sick spit.”


“Yeah, the Dr. Emoto display—I’ve seen the movie. Was it you
who called me?”


Sarah pointed to the polished granite with the inset tube and said, “On the wall, there’s a mathematically incorrect inscription of Pi. Imagine what would happen to water if you read
that to it.”


“You said you know where to find Theresa,” Justin said.


She crossed her arm. “Do you have her cell?”


“Yeah. No thanks to Beatrice.”


Sarah nodded. “Can I ask you to shut it off?”


“What for?”


She glanced at him, as if she’d known he wouldn’t understand. “Haven’t you noticed in the last few years: all cell phones, laptops…just about every electronic device comes with an eye, an ear, and GPS tracking?”


“Yeah, and Google should rhyme with ogle. Welcome to the twenty-first century.”


“If you don’t believe me, then why don’t you go Google yourself.”


“Can’t, sorry. Left it at home.”


“But you said you had it.”


“Yeah, but not on me.”


She eyed his pocket, which, he knew, was too baggy to reveal an outline. Sarah didn’t seem to be a grappler like Beatrice—she wouldn’t try to wrestle something off his person—but she did seem like a snatcher.


He’d watch her closely.


“Not to be a dick, but…where is Theresa?” he asked.


Sarah shrugged.
“Hop a couple trains: Blue Line, Green Line, Red Line—get lost. After about an hour…maybe you get off at the Old Town station, and maybe you’ll see me there. But you definitely won’t follow me too closely.” She looked again at his pocket. “Maybe.”


She hopped the train back into downtown, and he returned to the other platform to see if anyone else had shown up. Like Theresa.


A businessman, pretending to take a picture of the drill core, pointed his 3.2 macropixel phone at Justin, who pulled on his hood and pulled down his sleeve, wondering briefly whether Theresa and his tattoo had been captured by the same high-power lens.
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Keeping his head down but his eye peeled, Justin lost himself in the network of rails. He wondered who Sarah was trying to lose, what shadow.


He saw her a few times during his travels, just a glimpse here and there at various stations. He saw her less and less the closer he got to their destination.


He expected to see the black transient, but didn’t. Which was a relief, because he had begun to think that the transient resembled Specht’s Mushroom Man.


Using the phone’s GPS, he looked up his next stop: the Old Town platform. A few people were waiting for the train, and that was about it. He wondered if the phone would show Sarah as she arrived. He would have searched for her directly, if only he knew her last name.


“Then why don’t you go Google yourself,” Sarah had crudely suggested. Justin decided to humor her.


Using screen gestures, he panned his point of view for one last look at Old Town: he didn’t see a train coming; and when he tapped the little TriMet symbol hovering over the map, it opened the MAX schedule—his train wouldn’t arrive for five minutes.


Ample time to Google himself.


The GPS found him instantly, sitting on the MAX and fixating on the phone. He had never focused on a single person before, and was surprised when his full name and age appeared in a menu beside his head. The menu was expandable.


So Justin expanded it: Vital Records, Medical Records, all sorts of data and statistics, and, he discovered, a submenu with different types of views. He chose Anatomical, and then chose Exploded rather than Sagittal, Coronal, or Transverse, which were also options.


Onscreen, his body suddenly deconstructed to illustrate how everything worked and interlocked. His skull expanded away from the brain in cranial plates and layers of scalp. The tissues and bones of his arm spread out to show the tentacles of his inky design, his
tattoo, which branched and spread like a fungus through cartilage, muscle, brainstem…


The train stopped at the Old Town platform, and Justin got off. No Sarah. Not yet. Hiding the cell under his hoodie, he checked its clock. Almost midnight. He thought about checking the GPS again.


Sarah brushed past him and he jumped, almost dropped the cell. She kept walking and didn’t look back. Luckily she hadn’t noticed the phone. She would have said something about it if she had.


Justin took the time to shut off the device before losing it deep in his pocket. He couldn’t have it ring and blow his cover.


At a safe distance, he followed Sarah through the night. His shadow seemed to be their only one.


From behind the branches of the urban forest, some of the buildings spied with too many glassy eyes. Specht’s office wasn’t far, but Sarah turned down a different block. She almost lost Justin around the corner. He ran to catch up, and found her unlocking the door to the donut shop that he and Theresa had patronized the other day.


It was Sunday, after hours.


The store was dark.


Sarah let them both inside, then shut and locked the door. In the gloom, Justin saw the empty stools along the bar. At one point, the business had been a tavern.


“Maple bar?” Sarah asked. “On the house.” She reached over the bar as Justin stepped up beside her.


“Look,” he told her, “quit fucking around—”


A trapdoor opened beneath him.
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He and Sarah landed together on an old stained mattress. She crawled off like she’d done this a hundred times. In fact, she had come prepared: her penlight cast a surprisingly strong beam and revealed an intersection of passageways.


She pulled on a rope, and the trapdoor swung shut above them.


“What the hell!” Justin said. He picked himself up off the mattress. “The fucking Shanghai Tunnels?”


“No,” Sarah said, “these aren’t on any tour.” And then she left him in a maze.


He jogged after her.


These passages, unlike the ones he and Theresa had toured, did not parallel the city grid. They squirmed like wormholes in dusty wood.


Although veiled in grime, the walls looked more and more like the corridors of a hospital. There were old fluorescent light covers in the paneled ceiling, a gurney far beyond rusting, and at one point, he swore that he’d glimpsed an elevator shaft.


He tried to map their path in case he had to backtrack, but in the mad twisting and intersecting of passages, he got turned around.


Sarah’s light lit here and there on cubicles crammed with old motherboards and computers, smothered in the same ages of dust as the relics from the other tour. Like a lightshow, the beam phased through smoke, aromatic and familiar as the sea.


“Where’d all this shit come from?” Justin asked.


Sarah said, “It was donated. By a great literary deconstructionist.” And then she said, “Did you know sometimes that ship captains will sacrifice slaves to the Kraken?”


“Thought this wasn’t a tour,” he said, ignoring her use of present tense. “Now where’s the way out?”


“One captain fights the Kraken and wins. He sells its tentacle to the opium dens.”


Justin reflexively laughed. “What for? Sushi?”


“No, these are the Chinese,” Sarah said.


“Oh, so they smoked it.”


“Or they shoot it up.”


“I was kidding.”


From the darkness ahead, moans surfaced, like a dozen people writhing together in nightmares and wet dreams. The smoke thickened until Justin could taste it, a fishy flavor, smoothed with opiates. Light from computer monitors flickered. Shadows moved.


In another small chamber, Sarah briefly illuminated more PCs and old servers of dust. Justin glimpsed network cables and, entangled, a ribcage.


“This makes no fucking sense,” he said.


“That’s the point. Look…” The ghostly smoke dissolved in the beam of Sarah’s light, and the orgiastic groans of pain sounded now like old pipes shutting off.


In one corner of the tunnel, an opium den had been slapped together decades ago. Above the top bunk, an iron-slatted window disrupted the masonry pattern and grout, which, horizontally, was perfectly parallel, yet vertically offset, giving the parallel lines the illusion of a slant on their peripheral ends.


“Here’s the foundation of Specht’s building,” Sarah said, slapping the wall under the grate.


“This isn’t the way out,” Justin said. “Tunnel’s a dead end.”


Sarah said, “His basement is the seal.”


“Wait—the what?”


“Where he keeps the women.”


 “Keeps?” Justin raised his eyebrow, hoping she’d clarify her tense. The second question came a second late, so he didn’t ask it. He just skipped to the part where he called Theresa’s name through the bars.


Darkness answered back.


With more cunning than Beatrice was able, Sarah pick-pocketed him. He only realized what she’d done when he heard the cell’s opening tone.


“Hey!” he said, and he swiped it back from her. “What do you think you’re doing?”


She said, “Did you Google yourself?”


“None of your business.”


“Google Theresa Van Ravenhorst.”


Justin narrowed his eye.


Sarah said, “Seriously, that’s her last name.”


He didn’t want to be the butt of her joke, but had to be. In case Theresa was somewhere close. So he typed.


The GPS searched briefly before locating her in Specht’s elevator. She wore only her panties, and some tears. As if she had just run out of her navel-gazing. As if Justin were still running down the stairs to catch her.


In a blue arc, the cell phone zapped Justin’s palm. He yelped, dropped it face-up. Its speaker began to crackle and whine like a fax machine, and in the beam of cellular light, the atmosphere curved into the top of an hourglass. Dust particles and Justin’s very skin cells spiraled down in galaxies.


He couldn’t run. Not that he didn’t want to. Just that the force altered the very chemicals of human instinct.


The phone’s Bluetooth icon switched on and Justin felt himself draining into the hourglass, grain by grain.


On screen, in the elevator, days ago, Theresa dropped her phone, which was ringing.
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She gasped and stepped back, covering her breast with her hand. Justin caught his balance in the elevator and almost vomited. It moved in unexpected diagonals and spins.


“Where are we going?” he asked, not quite sure what he meant, as if he were finishing a conversation that he didn’t remember starting.


She turned to him, and he saw that tears had wetted her breast. “To see a doctor.”


“But Specht’s upstairs.”


The elevator whirred and wobbled around them, and Justin could tell it was falling. The lights flickered, and their shadows on the walls cast interpretive patterns.


With a tear, Theresa said, “Beatrice was right about you.”


“No, you were,” Justin said, finally gaining some equilibrium, but not quite centered enough to say the right things.


“We’re not meant to be together.”


“Hey, look—”


“That’s why he separated us at birth,” Theresa continued.


Justin’s brow flinched.


“You were the lefty.”


“What the hell are you—?”


“I was the righty. And he said I would never be symmetrical because I’m a woman. So he cut me off.”


“That’s bullshit, what—”


“Here,” she said, and picked up her phone. She navigated through a flash of menus, then held up the device for him to see. A movie played, in black-and-white twitches and tics.


Specht, not a day younger than he already was, wore a lab coat and a goggle over his eye. On his examination table, a man with utterly black skin lay sliced like a mushroom. The doctor sampled the man’s brain cells, also infinitely black.


Then in leaps and starts, he moved across the room to a petri dish fruiting with some kind of human tissue.


The dish was labeled Chaos - pluripotent.


With a scalpel, Specht sliced the petri-dish flesh, drew the symbol for infinity in it. The symbol inked with blood.


Into the symbolic incision, the doctor dropped the dark man’s brain matter. Through his microscopic lens he watched it latch onto the lacerated experimental growth, watched the whole mess metastasize in time-lapse photography, black entwining pink like a tattoo. The pink divided itself into separate cells that would soon deviate from symmetry and gender like some sort of deformed Rorschach.


Soon, two distinct human fetuses formed, but conjoined, one with the blackness on its chest and arm, the other fused to the blackness by the side of its face.


“Beatrice calls it the sisterhood,” Theresa said. “Mom and Henry never…she was just a test subject. But it happened the second he fertilized that dish: she had the twins, Sarah and Beatrice, without ever getting pregnant.”


Justin said, “You’re a freak.”


She said, “And what are you?”


He had no comeback.


“Remember Mom’s saying about holes?” Theresa asked.


The elevator gyrated and Justin almost grabbed for the handrail. He dropped her phone, which clacked on the floor.


“Holes don’t exist, she said. So she could eat as many as she wants.”


Justin shook his head. “I don’t remember that—I don’t remember any of that.”


“Oh right. The boy who only remembers Christmas.”


“All I remember is doctors and tests,” he said. “Lasers, scanners—fucking biopsies. That’s it, that’s all. Yeah, maybe a kid or two would sing a Christmas carol with tinsel on his wheelchair, but I never had any parents.”


“Yet you have a bellybutton.”


His eye found the blank spot on her stomach.


“My navel’s up here,” she said with the same sarcasm as a women diverting a man’s eye from her breast. Instead of suggesting eye contact, she pointed to the black tissue he knew to be hidden beneath her bangs. The bangs of her wig.


“I’m the seal,” she said. “That’s what he needs me for.”


“I don’t—”


“I’m what seals the spell.”


The car shook, fell, moved horizontally. “Fucking stop this elevator!” Justin cried, and for no other purpose but convenience, it stopped.


The indicator light illuminated the symbol for infinity, which had once been pi.


“He’s going to make the universe symmetrical,” Theresa said, and she stepped through the opening door.


“Wait!”


He caught the briefest glimpse of the dark space she was entering. Specht’s eyeglass gleamed once in the light. His scalpel gleamed too. Justin heard the sound of drums and flutes.


Then Beatrice knocked the wind out of him and shoved him into the handrail at the back of the car, all with one kick.


He crumpled to the floor.


Beatrice’s hair had fallen out in patches. Her left eye bulged. Its pupil dilated an abnormal black.


In squeaks and croaks, she said, “Hey there, Righty Tighty,” and then she reached into the elevator and slapped the close button. She withdrew her webbed fingers as the door slid shut.


Jostling and flickering dark, the car started to move again. Justin, trying to breathe, scrambled to the door and banged on it. He stepped toward the console to punch the emergency stop, but he stepped on something plastic.


Beneath his foot, Theresa’s cell phone came alive. The GPS showed her in Specht’s basement, letting the doctor slice off the black part of her face, which he then grafted onto Sarah’s burn marks and Beatrice’s scars, so that the self-inflicted sigils trapped it, bound it, though the black pieces tried to wriggle out.


With the squeals of a fax machine, the cell phone warped the air into half an hourglass. It began to suck Justin down, and again he couldn’t leap away, was compelled not to.


As he dematerialized into the hourglass, now gone, the elevator opened on the lobby. The phone—just from the force of disconnecting—jolted, slid, and caught in the door as, days ago, Justin emerged from the stairwell to find the cell, but no Theresa, who was gone.


Ding!
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What is the sound of one hand clapping?


—A Zen Koan


 




He woke in the opium den to the smell of the sea drowning him. Immediately he felt turned around.


Over the edge of his bunk, he regurgitated, but wore some kind of mask, which, at first, had felt like his face—until it filled with vomit to the gill.


He tore it off. Some kind of Nazi gas mask. One bug eye, like Specht’s. Some kind of long, fleshy proboscis siphoning from a hookah, the scummy fishbowl of which featured coral castles, seaweed, and murky brine.


On the other side of Specht’s wall, drums beat in no particular rhythm. Women screamed like nonsense flutes.


Any birds of flight in Justin lay sedated, and he felt his bunk floating calmly overseas, wooden creaks and cracks.


He vaguely wondered if he was meant to recognize one of the screams from behind Specht’s wall, but quickly forgot when someone on the bunk below him moaned.


Rocking, tilting, Justin hung over the edge, not even proud enough to wipe the bile from the gray in his beard. He barely noticed the reek and oil of his body odor, let alone his nudity.


The person below him, a man, did not wear a gas mask. He texted on a phone, his eye blank with the glow of LCD. The man had recently soiled himself. He wore an earbud connected to the cell. Under the music from Specht’s altar, the headphones emitted metarhythms and riffs.


Justin lost his balance and tumbled out of his bunk. He felt as though he’d fallen upon a mattress instead of wooden edges and dirt.


Rolling onto his back and laughing quietly, he exhausted his breath, then chuckled dryly on nothing more than the flexing of his diaphragm.


Cradling his stomach, which had started to seize, he stood up. He stretched and patted his bunk, searching for something. Strange, to have no clue what he was looking for, but to know that it was there and that he would recognize it immediately.


His hand bumped the hookah, which he pulled off the bunk. The fishbowl was empty. No tentacle.


He patted his bunk again. Tried lifting himself up for a better view. He fell, doubled over by a clenching abdomen.


He began to shake and sweat.


“[sic] fhtagn,” he said. “[sic]…”


He couldn’t find the jar. The jar with the tentacle.


His bunkmate remained transfixed by his cell. Justin searched around him, moved him, shoved his stupid leg. Nothing but excrement, dusty as a rat’s.


Justin stole his bunkmate’s phone, and the man’s arm fell with a clunk on the wood. He lay in sleep mode.


On Justin’s right arm, the inky design began to cringe and tighten and stretch the entire blackness tattooed across his chest, his genitalia. The lazy eyes in it openly wept.


Justin stumbled out of the den, into the tunnel, off to find more jars, more tentacle, more fhtagn. “God—[sic]…fhtagn…”


 “Fhtagn, fhtagn,” the extra mouths of him chanted, and he punched the word into the phone without care.


Did you mean fhtagn?
the search engine asked.


Justin pressed
Yes.


The phone located some of the drug, but couldn’t zero in on it. He tried to configure the view, but it only offered turn-by-turn instructions. Staggering, dizzying, he followed the map.


He barely felt the shattered glass beneath his feet, just felt the hot wetness of blood.


Along the tunnel, women sat in cubicles, clicking mice and stroking QWERTY keyboards, their faces blank and backlit by brand new plasmas. Onscreen, all manner of activity flickered. One woman watched a journey through the Mandelbrot Set, the strange bulbs repeating along pixilated antennae.


Another user stared at a live MRI, the many Rorschach inkblots throughout an abnormally bilateral brain.


The cell phone voluntarily showed Justin blueprints of the computer kiosks, of diagrams and setup tutorials. A user manual showed how the cables—all black and pulsing—plugged into the humming machines, and how they plugged into the users as well, into the self-inflicted symbols that covered their bodies.


To demonstrate the wiring harness, the phone showed an exploded view of a woman at her computer, her brain and nervous system veined black like some foreign cheese, the same black as the cord in her belly. As if the blackness had grown along the skeletal shell of her.


Farther down the tunnels, and around twists and turns, the black cables hung in teats and cocks for suckling; men and women tugged to draw strange fluids. They were all naked and plugged into every port of each other as well, a web of bodies and limbs shuddering in a single network.


Justin stumbled over legs and heads and polyps, around strange pillars where humans had melted together into the black flesh, forming cysts of tissue, teeth and hair.


A machine, like some kind of industrialized Freddy-Krueger glove, raked at the flesh. It raked up blood and screams.


Pistons, red-hot, hammered, burned, and released the horrible stink of charred skin.


Suckling here and there, Justin swam through the fleshly intranet, wherever the phone would lead. His patch of inky skin, his tattoo, stretched into flagellum and he swam through the petri-dish smear.


Particles of him dispersed and squiggled around the culture, only to be eaten and excreted by hydras. Foreign particulates squished through the very fabric of him, his very matrix, like sand separating toes, only enmeshing with him through and through.


The organisms streamed like gelatin through a hole in Specht’s wall. Justin, too, flagellated under the irregular archway of brick, the many pieces of him.


Here in the doctor’s basement, the sea of flesh blackened to the color of the teats and cocks and computer cables. Dermoid cysts chewed on their own slimy hair.


An intense light suffused the murk and brightened its pink mottling. Perfectly circular and bright, the brilliance radiated from somewhere below.


Justin found Sarah first.


She floated in suspension inside one of the wooden cells where, once upon a time, men had broken women’s spirits. The sea of black matter had bonded to the alien sigils burned into her skin; in fact, had been bound
by them.


The right-hand wall of her prison—her right, not his—featured a mirror and Sarah’s reflection, in which the black matter had been bound as well. Bound in mirror symmetry.


Sarah danced and screamed to the cacophonic percussion. Her body and reflection morphed, amoebic yet parallel.


Following the phone toward fhtagn, Justin swam on. He ached for the sweet seawater smoke of the drug, and the sweet dreams. The encompassing dark culture ached for it too. It cringed when he cringed, gagged when he did.


Parts of him began to evolve. Into plankton. Into minnows with black fins.


A woman who he thought to be Beatrice floated in the next wooden cell, next to a mirror of her very own. Her face had scaled, narrowed. Her eye bugged out like a frog’s on one side of her head, and on her reflection’s head too. The wattle on her neck lay in folds, or gills.


Like Sarah’s, Beatrice’s scars—her sentence fragment—had healed to the black tissues that filled the basement. Ligaments and membranes tried to tear free from her, but couldn’t, were fused.


Beatrice’s eye shot open, and her scaly arm latched onto Justin. He tried to tear away, but black nerve endings wormed toward him, suckered onto him, and then spread beneath his skin in creepy-crawlies. He felt the tingles and pricks of foreign tendrils interfacing with his cells.


His tattoo grew and interconnected with the growth, until he was a black, spastic ganglion through which neurons fired and filled him with sensory data. He felt the industrial claw in the tunnel, raking at the bodies, felt the intercourse and the sodomy out there too. He saw what the computer users saw—saw screens and screens of sacred triangles and tetrahedrons and tori of electromagnetic fields. Camera-phone footage dated 2012, 2011, 2010, and so on, people recording their talking heads or their skateboard tricks or their child’s birth, or a girl taking a shower in a stall outside. So much footage that nothing was unique except for the variety of mutation in everything—from moment to moment nothing the same but nothing unique: cellularly, spatially—slice a mushroom and it is no longer whole but infinitely dissected.


Justin, through his new neural network, even absorbed the chemical chains of fhtagn, which men and women smoked somewhere out in the tunnels and exhaled into vents like gills. He tasted the phantom of ocean and fish and tentacle, and he felt the general anesthesia of it numbing everything except the digressions of his mind, the collective consciousness, the dreams of a billion mouths gnashing meat and teats for milk. He traveled light-years on neuron nebulae, and lit infinite universes with single flights of fancy.


Some kind of giant scalpel cleaved the surrounding ooze, sliced him from its fibrous connectors and freed him. Tweezers, so gargantuan he couldn’t see the end of them—so long that the end of them blurred into the far distance above—they pinched him gently in the middle and extracted him, lifted him up and out, and into Specht’s museum of dissected, plasticized copies of a single man. The Mushroom Man.


Here, the black matter grew along the floor, but did not fill the entire space, as it did below. It grew in nerve fibers up and throughout the plasticized muscles and bones, so that the individual specimens fused into one nervous system with hundreds of plastic eyes, exploded into the myriad layers of human anatomy, so that it could experience every dimension and biological system, and be trapped by the tessellations of it, by the repetition of cells.


The phone, now slick in Justin’s hand from his swim through primordial soup, led him to the stairs. He took them two at a time, sometimes three or ten or negative thirteen. But he never got anywhere because the stairs kept growing new flights and landings, kept corkscrewing and looping upside down and changing from wood to concrete, sometimes steel. Now they weren’t stairs at all but a skyway, like a planetary ring around Specht’s building, curving ahead asymptotically.


Justin could see the doctor’s building through the steel-framed glass of the skyway, could see the black matter growing out the windows and up the brick in a mess of tentacles and body parts and mouths, entwining and meshing and fighting itself and texting on phones—but only on the left side of the building; a crawling chaos, devoid of symmetry. Yet it was the same shape as Justin’s tattoo. The exact same design.


Only on the left.


Above it all, hovering like some giant, omnipotent eye, the objective lens of a monocle and a head too macrocosmic to perceive, perhaps the same head that had thought to use the scalpel and tweezers, and the light to suffuse the dark matter below.


According to Justin’s cell, the skywalk terminated ahead. The floor transitioned from carpet to glass, and he could see hundreds of stories below, where overpasses and bridges looped in knots, and parking structures escalated like hives. Modular buildings extruded and recessed in cubes, and strangely twisted, strangely curved pillars held up a network of cable trains.


Portland beyond rose in fossils of crumbling masonry and rebar and hulking steel frames. Smoke loomed on the horizon and obscured the view in certain directions, obscured the peak of Mount Hood. Fires blazed. Things exploded.


Rickety ships sailed the Willamette toward Shanghai.


At the foot of Specht’s building, ant-sized people crowded, some kneeling in prayer, others rioting and tearing each other apart, so even from above Justin could see the streams of red carrying litter and hair down the gutters, into the sewers, which were made of black maws. The people weren’t just people but conjoined twins, conjoined sextuplets, or people who were just blobs with a flap instead of legs.


Men with white coats and stethoscopes transported some of the people into Specht’s building on gurneys, either as patients or guinea pigs.


Finally Justin’s skybridge transitioned back into the stairwell of the building. It made no architectural sense.


The phone directed him downward, which made less sense, but he descended anyway because he was upside down now, and down was the new up.
He felt the burn in his right leg, the huff in his lung.


On the walls of the stairwell, black vines grew along wallpaper as yellow and dusty in the air as chalk.
The creepers, tipped with black fungal cocks, curled into Arabesque vines. They stood out from the paper in wires and veins and toadstool caps blowing spores.


The fungal phalluses thrust into Rorschach blots of vagina dentata. Blood and semen, both oily and indistinguishable, swirled and mushroomed together, blackening the yellow paper, inseminating it, and spitting warm on Justin’s skin.


Tendrils of it began to reach out for him, sparking with electricity. His own tendrils reached out too, yearning for the fhtagn it would find in the sweet connection.


Justin stepped up to embrace the wall…and suddenly stepped into the elevator with Dr. Specht.


The door slid shut.


The elevator moved in strange spirals, its floor indicator depicting the golden ratio.


Specht said, “The human mind seeks symmetry.”


 “[sic]…fhtagn,” Justin said through clenched teeth. The cell phone had lost its signal. “Where is it? I need it!”


“The mind seeks order and meaning.”


Justin grabbed him by the lab coat. “Look, Doc—enough of the tour! Give me the [sic] fhtagn!”


“But the universe is asymmetrical. Energy mutates and mutates forever toward chaos, with neither meaning nor end.”


“Give it to me!” Justin screamed, spitting involuntarily. The mouths on his tattoo nipped at the doctor’s coat. “Give it to me, you [sic] fuck!”


He bashed Specht against the wall of the elevator, clawed at him, bit at him, tasted his blood with various mouths. His tendrils hooked into him, wet-wired them together so intimately that Justin could feel his victim’s pain.


The psychiatrist’s monocle cracked and fell off. His eye, no longer magnified, looked hideously small. Worse than beady. Insectile.


Justin raked it out.


The doctor neither fought back nor reacted to the pain. And a second later, everything in the elevator reset: Specht stood in his corner, and Justin stood in his own, cell phone in hand.


The elevator stopped. The doors opened and three doctors wheeled something in on a gurney.


Justin supposed the thing was human. All of its limbs sprouted out its left side. Like half a centipede, only with less intelligent design, its angles skeletal, disjointed and odd. Some of its eyes cried to him. Some of them scowled.


He stepped away from it, as far as he could.


“Ah, a specimen of chaos,” Specht said, “of entropic evolution. As environments become more diverse and conflicting, so, too, must the organism. Now cancer isn’t a disease, it’s survivalism.”


Justin tried to ignore the thing on the gurney, its pleading eyes, its groping hands. He focused on the phone, its promise of drugs—the phone had rediscovered the signal.


“Consider this specimen as if it were reflected,” Specht said, and the cell phone showed Justin a visual aid, an exact mirror image of the hopeless thing on the gurney before him.


“Suddenly there is pattern,” said Specht, “there is design. There is synchronicity of motion.”


The elevator stopped, and the doctors wheeled the mutation out the door, down a long corridor of flickering lights. Dr. Specht left with them. Yet he remained in the car as well, like a subatomic particle: here, there, everywhere.


The cell phone refocused on the fhtagn, still a few floors higher, to the top. The elevator began to move again, and Justin rode it out.


Specht said,
“You could be the mirror, Justin. Mirror of the idiot gods. After all, you are their mind.”


Justin looked down at his tattoo, the full expanse of it, a spastic mess glommed onto the right side of his body. In its withdrawals, the pores of it had begun to excrete and vomit. “Fhtagn,” said the mouths, the quivering mouths.


But one of them uttered
Theresa, said it almost incoherently, its malformed teeth and lips lisping the name. And the taste on those lips was of plain lip gloss.


Specht, glancing at the deviant mouth, as if to address it, command it, said, “Ut, Nyarlathotep—fhtagn!” and the mouth began to drool and snore through its deviated septum as the name on its lips faded to a dream. Gone, except the phone was now searching for the name, searching for Theresa.


Locating, said the caption.


Justin no longer stood in the elevator, but at the entrance to the dance studio with its parallel mirrors, reflecting each other ad infinitum.


The black tissues from the basement had overgrown the entire left side of the room. They sprouted from a man, a lefty, utterly black—and utterly identical to the dissected men in the museum far below. The Mushroom Man. He hung crucified on half a cross.


Specht said, “You will be his mirror image.” He stood in the stairwell directly behind Justin, in the dark. “Ut, Nyarlathotep fhtagn—vulgtlagln Christ!” he shouted. “And I will be the god who interprets you. For I am neither idiotic nor blind.”


And then he shoved Justin into the room and slammed the door. Tentacles snaked toward him as his tentacles snaked too.


They coupled and intertwined as the phone discovered Theresa, showering in an outdoor stall of timber and tarp.
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The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents.


—H.P. Lovecraft


 




Justin opened his eyes.


His father stood by the bedroom door, smiling. On the wall directly above him, a little window peeked through to the straw bales that composed their hut. Sometimes Justin thought he saw the slightest vein of mold.


“Morning, Sunshine,” his father said with a smile on his face.


“G’morning, Pop.”


“Breakfast’s on the table.”


“Okay.”


Justin slipped out of bed and into his overalls. He always wondered what the tag meant, OshKosh B’Gosh. Father had taught him how to say it, but not what it meant.


They ate breakfast—bacon and eggs—then went out to feed the animals.


Sprinkling grain for the chickens, which clucked and pecked, Justin looked out over their tall fence, to the blot constantly there on the horizon. Father called it the Rorschach, sometimes the Pattern. Sometimes nothing at all. It was always changing shape, even as everything else remained the same; changing to a butterfly, or a mushroom reflected.


He saw movement in the trees—a deer!


Justin crouched down to hide behind a pile of firewood that stood somewhere between him and the fence. He peeked over the top of the pile as carefully as he could. The deer always ran if they saw him.


Instead of a deer, a boy about his size came out of the woods—but only half of him, as if he had been chopped in two like firewood, the left half of him gone or burned for the winter; permanently, either way.


He hopped along on one leg, and the side of his face looked scarred and black.


To Justin he seemed like an odd boy because he had long hair, which might have shined golden if not for all the dirt; and his one leg bent more gracefully, like a fawn’s.


One time when Justin had asked Father why they got haircuts, Father had said that only girls have long hair. Justin had asked him what were girls? And Father said, “I’ll tell you when you’re older.”


So this weird boy must have been a girl.


She stopped when she saw Justin, but didn’t seem afraid. Justin stood up slowly, like he did sometimes for deer.


The girl waved.


He sort of waved back, and wondered if she would like to see his fort in the hay.


“Penny for your thoughts?” Father asked from behind him.


Justin jumped, whirled around.


Father held a watering can, destined for the garden. He took a sip from it without ever losing his smile.


When Justin glanced back toward the woods, the half a girl was gone.


“What’s on your mind?” Father repeated.


Justin shook his head and kept sprinkling grain for the chickens, which chuckled and picked algorithmically. “Nothing,” he said.


His father smiled. “There is no such thing.”


Justin’s eyes flicked to the horizon, to the Pattern, which now looked like a giant black face.


“Why are we here?” Justin finally asked.


“What do you mean?”


Justin frowned. “I don’t know.” He didn’t think he could explain it.


“You mean why did the chicken cross the road?”


“What? No. What’s that mean?”


“Well, that’s basically what you asked me. Why did the chicken cross the road, right?”


“No. That’s not what I meant.”


“But it’s potāto potãto. And so is the answer.”


Father took off his glasses to shine them on his shirt. He squinted, his eyes already imperceptibly small, but more so as he gazed out at the Pattern, which he did faithfully every day. Sometimes Father prayed to it. Sometimes it took the form he asked.


“Have you ever cried, Justin?”


“No.”


“Have you ever been scarred or hurt?”


“No, huh uh.”


“Ever been sad or lonely or unhappy in any way?”


“No. I don’t know. Not really.”


Father’s eyes met Justin’s. “So then why did the chicken cross the road?”


“I…I don’t know.”


“Because,” Father said, and then he started making chicken sounds and flapping his arms like wings.


Justin laughed. “That makes no sense.”


Father tousled his hair and said, “That’s what makes it so funny. Now hurry up—you’ll be late for the doctor’s.”


That night, as Justin listened to the crickets outside his bedroom, as if listening to the music of stars, he thought about the half a girl and how he would never see her again, and how nothing ever seemed finished or meaningful or answered in any way, and that it would never-ever end, and for the first time in his life he wondered if he would cry.
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His first day at Grissenberg, Johnny Coogan heard all about the three guys who’d gone over the wall. Dead of night, lockdown, and still they had gotten out. The hacks were watching everyone closely in case there would be more, some kind of mass escape like on TV, but the cons knew better. The warden could talk trash all he wanted to, but there was no way he was going to put a spin on it. Because there was one thing for sure: people were disappearing from his prison.
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Over in C-Block, Coogan’s cellmate, Luis Cardone, had been a dirt-crazy Latin terror on the streets, an enforcer for the Latin Lords street gang who’d been called the Junk Monkeys in Spanish Harlem because they pushed skag and rock to the poor and underprivileged. But inside the walls—doing life for multiple murder—he had become fascinated by the stars above. He talked at length about nebulas and pulsars and spiral galaxies. It got that way with cons, Coogan knew. When they went behind the walls and their old vices were denied them, they looked inside themselves and found something purely personal to obsess over. And if they didn’t, they went insane.


“You ever hear of the Oort Cloud, home?” Luis asked him.


“Can’t say that I have.”


“It’s something I keep dreaming about. The Oort Cloud.”


Luis said the Oort Cloud was, theoretically, a misty spherical cloud of water, ammonia, and methane ices that existed just beyond Pluto. He said it was thought to be the remnant of the original solar nebula that collapsed into itself to form the sun and planets. It was also thought to be the home of comets that came shooting towards Earth and inner space.


“A passing star every thirty million years—a red dwarf maybe—sets loose a chain reaction of comets that bombard the Earth and cause mass extinctions,” Luis explained, totally mesmerized by the subject. “That’s called the Nemesis Theory. See, they think this star is a companion star to our sun, a dark star, they call it.”


“You say it like you don’t believe it.”


Luis shrugged. “Oh, I believe it all right. I just wonder sometimes if it’s more than that. Maybe not comets that come visiting us but something else…something not dislodged by a star but something that comes here because it wants to.”


“Like something alive you mean?”


Luis shrugged again.


“Why do you dream about the Cloud?” Coogan asked him.


Luis shook his head. “I don’t know. But the dreams are bad, man. Same dream all the time…that there’s something out in the Oort Cloud, something watching us, something…terrible. It makes me wonder about the next extinction event.”


Luis was a nut, but there was something almost sincere in his insanity as if he were trying to caution his audience, warning the curious,
be careful, my brother, for here there be monsters.


When he had been at Leavenworth, Coogan had celled with an old-school bank robber named Bobby LeForest who’d been raised right, meaning he’d been around the prison block a few times. Bobby was great, but now and then he’d go crazy and start foaming at the mouth, shouting at the ghosts of men long dead.


So, all things considered, Coogan understood crazy and figured he could live with it. Besides, when you were in a cage, you had to learn tolerance. And part of that was taking an interest in your cellmate’s obsession.


“Hear you didn’t like the accommodations at the Hot House, home,” Luis said to him, meaning the Leavenworth Federal pen.


“Nah. I decided to leave in the back of a bakery truck. Problem was; they caught me.”


Luis laughed.


Coogan was sitting on a Federal stretch for armed robbery, extortion, and grand larceny, ten years, which ran consecutively with the three years state time he’d already pulled at Auburn in New York for burglary. And that—the ten years—was only because his lawyer, some greasy Jew who talked out of the side of mouth, plea bargained it down. Otherwise, it would have been twenty, easy. Except…now it was fifteen years because of that escape attempt at Leavenworth that had landed him here at Grissenberg.


Fifteen years. Some of the cons, especially those doing all-day, said you could do fifteen years standing on your head. Wasn’t shit. But as Coogan sat there, looking at the walls of his cage, fifteen years was a long time. Fifteen years could squeeze the juice from a man. He’d already been squatting in the darkness of Leavenworth for two years and Auburn Correctional for three, be another seven before he was even eligible for parole.


“Well, I hope you like it here in Griss City,” Luis told him. “Even though I know you won’t.”


Coogan figured he wouldn’t either. He could see all those years stretching out before him, an endless black corridor with no light at the end.


Luis was standing over by the window, face pressed up against the iron bars, staring out past them and through the steel mesh beyond. He motioned Coogan over. “Look,” he said. “Do you see it?”


Coogan squinted, seeing the towers of Grissenville, a patch of starlit sky above…except that part of it was gone. There was a spiraling arm of blackness cut through it.


“A cloud?”


Luis nodded. “Something like a cloud. Started about a month ago and every night it gets bigger, eats up more sky. It’s getting closer to us. You can only see it at night.”


Coogan made the connection, of course. “You think it’s coming, don’t you? What’s in the Oort Cloud?”


Luis climbed up into his bunk and stretched out. “Not a matter of what I think, but a matter of what I know. Every night, a little bigger, a little closer. Sounds whacked, I know. But you wait…you’ll see how things are here…you’ll see it getting closer night by night. You’ll feel it under your skin. Then I won’t be the only crazy one.”
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Chi Chi said they pinched him on a bullshit possession rap, claimed he was mothering two keys of Mexican Brown with intent to distribute interstate and how right they were. He figured his ex had fingered him because he’d beaten her ass when he caught her in bed sharing the goods with her brother-in-law. Beat her, tossed her out into the streets. Thing was, he had two keys of junk sliced into nickel bags fresh from his cutting house over in Bed-Sty—ten naked Panamanian broads, speakee no English, sitting around in a sealed room, cutting skag with quinine and milk sugar, bagging it up—just waiting for his mules to show, but who shows instead are a squad of DEA narcs that kick down the door, the pigs that blow his house down.


“But that shows you how fucking stupid they are,” Chi Chi was saying to Coogan, watching the cons holding court, roosters strutting around with no hens to impress. “Because I had three keys of pure Sicilian in the trunk of my car and they never even looked.”


Rosalie, his ex, flipped when Chi Chi turned his back on her. Went screaming to the feds, fingering his operation. He went to prison, but she—who just had a real hunger for the needle—spiked enough pure cocaine to kill ten men, courtesy of Chi Chi. It was called a ‘hot-shot’ and it was the execution of choice for junkies. Just try and prove it.


The war stories and fish tales were swapped back and forth. It was good to hook up with Chi Chi again, Coogan figured. The two of them had been a real terror at the Hot House. Chi Chi was this tall, wiry street-eater who wore his hair in long dreadlocks and had a single gold tooth that winked in the sun. Easy, cool as ice, but don’t get him riled.


“What about these escapes?” Coogan asked. “Like a dozen in the last month? Am I hearing this shit right?”


“You are.”


“Hell’s going on?”


Chi Chi said it was anyone’s guess. There didn’t seem to be any connection between them, only that somehow, someway, cons kept dropping out of sight…permanently. Grissenberg had a funny way of losing people.


“Some kind of pipeline out of here?” Coogan said, intrigued by the idea.


Chi Chi laughed with a cold, bitter sort of sound. “You got to consider the boys we talking about here. These last three: Tony Babbott, Charley LeRoy, and a big ugly walking slab they call Sludge. LeRoy was a TV star, sure as shit. They featured his ass on one of those America’s Dumbest Criminals shows. He was the one who robbed three convenience stores in the tri-state area wearing his uniform from Quik-Lube. You know, the one with his name tag on it.”


Chi Chi elaborated. He said Babbott wasn’t much smarter. He was a car-jacker. He stole five cars in one night, moved ‘em across state lines. By the time he jacked the last one—a late-model Lexus—he was tired, so he decided to unload it first thing in the morning. He parked it in his mother’s driveway and went to bed. Somehow, a Lexus sedan stood out in the ghetto and the cops made him right away.


“Yeah, okay they were both idiots,” Coogan said. “What about Sludge?”


Chi Chi laughed. “He weren’t no smarter, Coog. Thought his girlfriend was screwing some dude she worked for, so he tracked him down and shot him in full view of like ten witnesses. Only problem was Sludge, with his fifth grade education and all, couldn’t read the name on the mailbox so he tracked down the wrong dude and killed him. Guy he wasted was a US Treasury agent.” Chi Chi blew smoke out his nose, laughing. “So that’s our three masterminds. You think any of them had the smarts to escape from a Level Five maximum security federal pen? I’m thinking not.”


“Then where are they?”


Chi Chi shrugged. “I don’t know. They dropped into a big black hole.”


Chi Chi said LeRoy and Babbott were cellies, but Sludge was celling with some big oily Albanian drug lord they called Mick the Dick around the block, a.k.a. “The Three-Legged Man,” a crude reference to his personal equipment.


“So, okay, Coog, LeRoy and Babbot slip away. But how did Sludge slip away without even waking Mick the Dick up? They were locked in together.”


Coogan said he didn’t have a clue.


“Nobody does. The other nine missing cons all disappeared at night, after lockdown. Warden’s going apeshit.”


“Gotta be a connection.”


“Maybe there is,” Chi Chi said, “and maybe it’s not one you or me want to find out about.”


When Coogan asked him what the hell he meant by that, Chi Chi just shook his head. “See that fish over there? Standing by the fence?” he said. “That’s Eddie Sloat. Recognize the name? You heard about Nithonville? That cult in the mountains in Vermont about three years back? All them bodies? Shit, another Jonestown. Sloat was the leader. He walked away.”


Sloat. Eddie Sloat. Sure, Coogan remembered. Lot of weird shit was being talked about that Nithonville business. Hundreds of bodies. The Feds were saying they swallowed poison, but lots of stories had leaked out about the condition of the corpses, how poison could not make bodies liquefy into slime. Some people were even saying that Sloat was some kind of antichrist, if you could dig that.


Coogan eyed him up. Nothing special. Tall, greasy-looking, black shoe-button eyes scanning the yard.


But there was something about the guy.


Coogan was getting a very strange vibe from him. It wasn’t the usual prison thing—antagonism or disrespect or slow-simmering violence—it was something else, something that he could not put a finger on. It made him feel like there was a hole in his belly and everything was waiting to drop right out. Though it was August and warm, a sudden cold gust blew through the yard bringing gooseflesh to his arms. It made a moaning sound as it skirted the blockhouses and chapel, like a wailing dirge blown through a skull.


Coogan kept staring.


His image of Eddie Sloat began to blur, to shimmer like a heatwave…and he changed.


Coogan almost fell off the bench. A feeling of stark, unreal terror rose up inside him and he forced it back down. That wasn’t Eddie Sloat, it was someone else.


That’s Franky McGrath, that’s goddamn Franky McGrath.


Coogan figured he’d know McGrath anywhere because he’d watched him die at Auburn Correctional in New York.


Even now he could see McGrath’s cold grin as he jointed a body, first the arms, then the legs. That grin…like a dead carp smiling up at you…had haunted Coogan’s dreams for years.


Hallucination.


But Eddie Sloat looked just like Frank McGrath all of a sudden.


Coogan could feel reality warping, shattering, and finally unraveling all around him.


An oven-hot dry wind began to blow from Sloat/McGrath and Coogan could smell nitrous age like a brown death-fog blown from a coffin. It was the commingled stench of gangrenous wounds and flesh burnt to ash, of cesspools bubbling with vomit and dripping corpse slime. A vile stink that was unlike anything he had ever smelled before. His febrile human imagination could not define it nor encapsulate it.


And Sloat…McGrath…whoever he was, Jesus, he seemed to crack open like a yellow eggshell and something came pouring and slithering out…a bulbous undulant mass that was webby and bloated, strands and fibers of gelatinous tissue growing through him and out of him, glistening tendrils waving in the air like the tentacles of a sea anemone. The right side of his body was all snotty lacework and living mesh. The left was blown up like balloons, a heaving profusion of pale sacs like the floats of a jellyfish set with purple vein tracery. As he breathed, those sacs expanded with a rubbery sound.


Coogan saw the thing bulge and burst open with a profusion of juicy red tentacles, each one reaching out towards him—


Then it was gone.


He sat there, stunned, shocked, mouth hanging open, a glazed and impossible fear in his eyes.


“You okay, Coog?” Chi Chi said. “Look like you’re having a fucking stroke or something.”


Coogan swallowed, kept it together. “So what’s he doing here?” he managed in a scraping dry voice.


“Feds dropped him on three child murders, all day, life without parole,” Chi Chi said.


Coogan looked over towards the fence.


Sloat was standing there, not Franky McGrath. Not some B-movie slime monster.


Fuck is going on here?


Am I losing it?


“Coog?” Chi Chi said, but Coogan did not answer him because it was Eddie McGrath again and he was staring right at him and it was at that moment that something took hold of him, grasping him like hands and squeezing his throat shut. He shook. His eyes rolled white. His vision blurred, ran like hot taffy, and he looked beyond this world and into a…graveyard. He saw Griss City…but with corpses sprawled out in the yard and through the blocks, mess hall, chapel, and industries buildings. The remains of cons were mutilated, stabbed with holes, piped and shanked and pickaxed, many cut in half and others nothing but pools of limbs and entrails, all of it spread about like red-stained paper dollies, an intricate mesh of decomposition melting into a communal carrion…a conga line of corpses dissolving into a red, bubbling jelly.


And above, high above, but getting closer every moment, something like a chaotic maelstrom of spiraling matter and boiling black mist hanging over the prison and irising open like an eye…


Coogan blinked his eyes and it was gone.


“Coog,” Chi Chi said, taking hold of him. “You all right?”


Coogan swallowed, shook his head. He saw Grissenville as it was again. No Franky McGrath with death-polished eyes, just Eddie Sloat standing there. “Had a…a…a…”


“Vision?” Chi Chi said. “Thought you saw that peckerwood become something else?”


“Yeah.”


“You’re not the first. Lot of people afraid of that white boy, Coog,” he said, pulling a cigarette from behind his ear and lighting it with a cupped match. “Mmm-hmm, but you’ll hear all about that. He has a funny effect on the cons: they either want to piss their pants or they want to kill the fucker.”


Coogan didn’t say anything. For one crazy second there he thought he saw formless shadows sweeping around Sloat. But he blinked and then they were gone. Heatstroke, hallucination, dust-devil madness or something. He balled his hands into fists and steadied himself.


“You’re gonna meet all the same types in here you knew in the Hot House,” Chi Chi told him. “Only worse. See that fat black dude over there? Yeah, that’s Buster Cray. He’s a player. Those boys with him, all local talent. Buster’s moving junk and blow inside these walls. Check it out. See how Buster’s thugs are trolling around by Sloat? Gonna be trouble. Buster wants Sloat dead.”


“What’s the beef?”


“Personal. That cult Sloat had? One of the corpses was Buster’s niece.”


“Shit.”


Chi Chi said Buster’s muscle were all strictly lifers. They had nothing to lose. They did what they were told because he had the green and they had no fear.


Coogan watched them close in on Sloat.


In the joint, becoming a blood enemy of somebody like Buster Cray meant you were on your way to becoming a corpse. Eddie Sloat should have been keeping a low profile, begging the guards to give him protection, throw him in the Protective Custody Unit with all the other snitches, weaklings, and baby-rapers…but he wasn’t begging for PCU. In fact, he didn’t look afraid at all.


Just…crazy.


Chi Chi pointed out another fearsome-looking black dude. “That’s Bug-Eye. He’s a fucking whack. He’s gonna come up behind Sloat and…nope, here come the hacks.”


Two guards scoped it out and went over there. Buster’s muscle strolled away. Bug-Eye faded into the crowd. Sloat was staring at Buster now and Coogan could almost smell the hatred. Buster turned away, couldn’t meet the stare. He looked like a little kid that had just heard claws scratching under his bed.


Coogan studied the gray concrete towers and blockhouses of Grissenberg Correctional, the seventy-foot red brick wall that hemmed it all in, wondering what it might be like to go over that wall. Or maybe right through the gate.


His mind went back to Franky McGrath: the devil in the dark, the boogeyman licked with white flesh, an Aztec god of sacrifice with yellow bone-slat teeth and eyes glistening white like plump corpse-fed maggots, bright red clown hair swept up in a duckbill d-8 and worn down in spots so you could see the shining Neanderthal skull beneath. Always grinning, grinning, grinning. Fucker grins like a corpse, Sean Bolland had once said at Auburn. You notice that? Like a corpse that just woke up.
Sure, that was McGrath. Always flashing his death-white pearlies, lips pulled back so you could see gray gums and narrow vampire teeth. That grin always made the cautious wonder which graveyard old Franky McGrath had looted through for his cold supper.


Limbs are hard to get free from their sockets, Coog, so don’t dick around none, just take a saw and cut ‘em.


Coogan found he was suddenly very short of breath, hands with iron fingers squeezing his windpipe shut.


Sloat was over by the fence again…then it was not Sloat, it was Franky McGrath, grinning like a fetish skull in a bokor hut, eyes huge and sewer-dark like toxic oil spills. Coogan could see himself drowning in them, a mastodon sucking into tarry depths. Another gust of wind kicked up, making something in the distance clatter like a wind chime strung with white-polished infant bones. It carried a sudden memory of Black Death that he knew in his marrow.


Then Sloat again, just Sloat.


“Who did he show you?” Chi Chi said. “I don’t know what it is, Coog. But he can hypnotize you or something like a snake. He’s bad news, that one. Makes you see things that ain’t there. Sends dreams and shit into your head. He’s done it with me. You ask Luis about it. Luis knows things. He’ll tell you.”


Had Chi Chi said something like that and when they were back in the Hot House, Coogan would have laughed. Chi Chi really feared no one. But Sloat had him worked up like he had a lot of them worked up now. “What’s his thing? How’s he do this?”


Chi Chi wiped sweat from his face. “I don’t know, man. Depends who you ask. Some of these boys in here think he’s a witch or warlock or something.” Chi Chi shook his head. “I don’t bother about that bullshit. But I do know one thing. Those twelve that we lost in the night, Sloat named them all before they disappeared. Pointed at ‘em and said they were going on a trip.”


Coogan just sat there, pulling off a cigarette, curdled white inside, knowing that this cage he found himself in was like no other he had ever known.
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FCI Grissenberg was a maximum security federal penitentiary that housed the very worst of the worst: drug traffickers and contract killers, psychopaths and gangbangers, Mafia soldiers and mass murders, terrorists, racists, mental cases and hard-case predators of every conceivable stripe. It was a pit. Bare-bones Darwinism at its most degenerate: survival of not only the fittest, but the dirtiest and meanest and craziest. A dumping ground haunted by tattooed, dead-eyed monsters that were constantly patrolling the yard looking for weaklings to exploit and victims to torment.


It sat atop a low hill, a mausoleum-gothic, gray-painted madhouse enclosed by high tombstone walls. Beyond those walls, there was nothing but carefully-shorn fields for half a mile in any direction (if a con escaped, there was nowhere to hide) and nothing but miles of tangle-dark forest after that. Not even a town within five miles. Within the walls, there were Prison Industry buildings, an infirmary (known as the ‘Corpse Farm’), an administrative wing, a chapel, and a rectangle formed by concrete cellblocks that looked like drab gray monoliths from the outside and stacked tiers of monkey cages from the inside. Within this rectangle was a hard-packed dirt yard that turned to mud every spring. Year around, it was patrolled by nervous-eyed hacks who suspiciously—and often fearfully—watched the old bulls and hard-timers, but particularly the gangs: the ABs (Aryan Brotherhood), Jamaican Posses, the Mexican Mafia, the D.C. Blacks, various cliques of outlaw biker gangs like the Hell’s Angels, Mongols, and Outlaws.


This was Grissenberg.


This was the cage.
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Three more escapes. Warden Sheens couldn’t believe it. He’d worked for the Federal Bureau of Prisons for twenty-seven goddamn years and had seen a total of three successful escapes in all that time and now, in the span of a week, he had five. Which brought the grand total to a dozen in the past month.


And it all started the day Eddie Sloat showed up, Sheens thought, clenching his hands into fists. The day that puke was processed in from FCI Terra Haute.


No, no, he wasn’t going there. Leave that crazy thinking to the shitheads in the cages; he was above all that. He had to be above all that.


The BOP was jumping up and down on his hairy ass and he was repaying in kind by jumping ass all the way from Captain Getzel to his lieutenants to every goddamn guard on the line. He told them all the same thing:
this
was unacceptable,
this
was fucking unheard of, and
this
had better goddamn well get sorted out or there was going to be a lot correctional officers flipping burgers at Mickie fucking Dees.


Getzel tried talking sense to him. “Warden…this is weird…but Eddie Sloat keeps predicting who it’s going to be. He names them before they go. He—”


“I don’t give a high happy shit what Sloat says, you moron,” Sheens told him in no uncertain terms. “Eddie Sloat is a fucking mental case. He belongs in psych, but like every other dysfunctional, disillusioned, demented piece of shit in the system, he gets dumped on my fucking lap. I don’t want to hear another word about that drooling, delusional brain-dead squirt of piss. You hear me?”


“Yes, sir,” Getzel said, having the feeling that his balls were in the process of being squeezed in a vice.


“Sloat is crazy. End of story. You think I’m going to buy that fucked-up shit the cons are saying? That Eddie Sloat is some kind of fucking prophet or warlock or whatever in the Christ? Jeeee-suuuus, Captain! Enough already! You get on those monkey-fucks you call correctional officers! I want this goddamn place locked-down! I want every cell turned! I want every man searched! Offer your goddamn rats some cheese and get ‘em talking because somebody has to know something! And if they won’t talk, take every prisoner to medical and give them a personal finger wave! There’s an underground railroad out of this place and I want it closed for business!”


“Yes, sir. It’s already being done.”


“So get going, man,” Sheens told him. “Because right now I have to call a certain congressman with the BOP oversight committee who takes extreme pleasure in using my rectum for a hatbox! Go!
Go!”


Over the next twenty-four hours every prisoner was duly searched, every cell shaken down…but nothing came to light. Grissenberg was locked down for seventy-two hours, but no one was saying squat.


At least, nothing that made any sense.
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In the dream, Coogan fell into a darkness that was smooth like smoked glass. Night rushed out with a blackness that was sullen and consuming, all black funeral crepe and graying shroud and spreading ebon mist. It came out as gaunt shadows that pooled and settled, fattening and bloating on their own excess, overflowing their banks and sinking the universe into a pit of crawling darkness.


It made no sense, but this is what he saw and came to know:


He was drawn down a black corridor that echoed with crystalline laughter that shattered around him. The shards were very sharp, he could feel them cut his skin. He was not alone, within and without, there were others pressing in, whispering and humming profane melodies.


He saw eyes like green gemstones, burning a hot indigo-emerald like steaming reactor cores. He was propelled forward into a yawning abyss of mirrored grayness. More eyes watched him, huge slit cat’s eyes and tiny bubbling toad’s eyes and eyes like yellow diamonds. They followed him in pods and clusters. He found himself in a field of bloated corpse-white growths that came up above his waist. They felt moist and fleshy and vital as they brushed against him, whipping and arcing, coiling over his wrists and crawling up his arms like fleshy vines. They were sticky and damp and he was held fast. He began to thrash. He began to scream. He tore them free in rank, slithering handfuls…then he was stumbling through the viscid garden of threading fungi until he fell panting at the threshold of a city that was like no city he had ever seen before: immense windowless towers of black stone that looked not so much as if they had been built but had grown like mineral crystals, polished and shining, reaching up to a sunless and moonless sky of luminescent elliptical green clouds.


Behind him, the fungus rustled with secret undercurrents and tides, whispering and hissing. He looked back but once and thought he saw a dozen distorted faces float from the verdant growths like rising bubbles.


Before him was a single murky oval mouth leading into one of the towers. Inside, it was a shadow-riven cavity that refused moonlight and starlight and anything bright or revealing. A high standing tomb of mystery and dank secret and no light dared reveal its dark glory.


But he could see, it seemed, with another sense that was relative to sight yet nothing so crude or rudimentary.


His field of vision was a pulsating pellucid blue phosphorescence. It showed him the room which was spatially deranged, an endless, dizzying space of limitless blackness which reached out into the very heart of the cosmos itself. He was aware of great heights above and plummeting depths below. He moved through the emptiness until he saw twelve cylinders of blue-black metal that gleamed like polished glass.


It was here he stopped.


For with that activated, unknown sixth sense, he knew there were living things in the cylinders and not only living, but conscious and sentient, and that each was aware he was looking at them because they were looking at him.


He pulled himself away with horror and then he was leaving the building, being expelled like a pea from a pod, out into the city itself, lost in the mazelike tangle of its streets. And above those towering buildings, rising like a full moon over a stark, dead necropolis…a face.


Immense.


Impossible.


A grotesque, distorted face that was white graveyard fungi set with huge black doll’s eyes and a yawning oval mouth popping open like a blood blister. It drifted closer to him, ethereal and disembodied, coming to swallow the city. He could feel a damp chill of night-black tomb hollows coming off it, smell its breath which was rotting fish and subterranean sewer stagnation.


It whispered something to him that was devastating: “You will be saved.”
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Coogan came awake gasping for breath. He could still feel that choking, airless void scratching at his lungs. Pawing sweat from his face with both hands, studying his dampened fingers and the dew glistening upon them, he fell to the floor, shaking, his guts coming up the back of his throat like knotted slime-snakes.


“You were dreaming, home,” Luis told him, his voice not crusty with sleep, but clear and soft as if he had been watching the whole thing.


Coogan picked himself up off the floor. “I never dreamed liked that before.”


“Maybe it was a vision. Maybe you were plugged into something out there. Maybe you should tell me about it.”


Coogan lit a cigarette and did just that. He told him about the fields of fungi, the city, the building, the canisters, and about that noxious face rising above all.


“I could feel it right away…something watching me in the city. Staring down from that green sky.”


“And…?”


Coogan sighed and laid it all out. “Today, Chi Chi pointed out Eddie Sloat…but I didn’t see Sloat. I saw a guy that’s been dead for years. But he was there. He was looking right at me…then it was…”


“What?”


Coogan shook his head, decided to leave the monstrous thing he’d seen out of it.


Luis thought about it for some time. “Funny how all roads lead back to Eddie Sloat in this place.” He listened to the night, cocking his head as he did from time to time. “You ain’t the only one dreaming of that place, home. Lots of us are. Lot more can’t handle the dreams and they get dragged off to Psych. The rest of us…we just live with it. Those canisters. Tell me about ‘em.”


“Just a dream,” Coogan said, blowing smoke at the ceiling. “That’s all. Just dreams—”


“Tell me.”


“There was something in ‘em, something alive. Something that could see me or feel me or know I was there. I can’t explain it. Don’t ask me to.”


Luis just sat there silently. Finally, he said, “I’ve seen those canisters. Lots of us have. There’s definitely something in ‘em…only a lot of us don’t wanna know what.”


Coogan thought it was all fucking crazy and told him so. Sloat sending out dreams to people, making cons disappear in the night. Everyone dreaming the same shit. Fantasy. It was all warped fantasy. Just as bad as Luis and his dreams of something malignant waiting out in the Oort Cloud, creeping a little closer to Earth each night.


“You saw that hole in the sky, Coog. You denying what your eyes show you?”


“Shit.”


“Then listen.”


“What?”


“Close your eyes, my friend,” he said, “and…just…listen. You can hear it out there. Listen.”


The cigarette smoldering between his lips, Coogan did just that. And was it hyper-charged imagination or was he really hearing something? A sort of droning, a distant breathing of colossal gulfs…the steady hissing static of dead-end space inching closer and closer.


He crushed out his cigarette and pulled the thin Federal-issue pillow over his head to shut it out. No, I won’t listen, I won’t hear…THAT. I won’t let myself…
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Coogan knew what everyone else knew about Eddie Sloat: a gamey mix of fact and bullshit twined so tight it was hard to say where one began and the other ended. Mostly tabloid stuff. Some kind of cult activity in Vermont. A tent city called Nithonville. A brainwashed sect and a mass suicide on a mountain hilltop in the shadow of some weird Druidic-looking stone circle. Sloat walked away. But the majority—nearly five hundred men, women, and children—minds ripped open on hallucinogens, did not. Depending on who you asked and what you were willing to listen to, they either slit their throats, tore out their own eyes, or were poisoned…sometimes all three. Rumor had it their bodies were discovered in a morbid, gelid state, and more than one story was floating around that, upon post mortem examination, their brains were missing—and this without a single suture mark, scar, puncture, or pinprick.


One fact was immutable: Eddie Sloat walked away.


Nobody seemed to have a clue who he was before he formed the cult, recruiting members from every imaginable economic, social, and racial grouping, but afterwards, every newsmagazine, network, and police agency followed his every move.


Hunted by the FBI, Sloat moved west. Then the child murders. One in Nevada, another in California, and then a third in Utah. The State Police arrested him outside Antimony, Utah. He had the body of his last victim in the trunk. Examination showed no signs of abuse or molestation. In fact, the medical examiner and his people could never adequately determine the cause of death.


At least publicly.


Privately, they knew all too well: the child’s brain had been removed. Just like the others. But as to where it was or how it could have been removed from the skull without incision or puncturing of any sort was a mystery.


And one not shared with the public.


But as far as law enforcement were concerned, Sloat had strangled the children and Sloat—defending himself—did not argue the point. He had crossed state lines, so it became a Federal matter and that bought him a cage at Grissenberg.
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Out in the field, it was con versus con, and everyone—even the guards—were booking action, even though gambling of any sort was strictly forbidden by the BOP.


The two teams were lined up: blacks on one side, whites on the other. The former were gangbangers, traffickers, maniacs sitting on federal time; the latter, bikers, Aryan Brothers, intolerant rednecks that just liked to hurt anything with skin darker than their own. They wore no pads, no helmets. They liked it better that way, venting their aggressions.


Coogan watched as the white quarterback got hit on a screen pass and fumbled. some dreadlocked beast from one of the Jamaican Posses picked the ball up, zigzagging five yards real sweet and easy, then a massive biker took hold of him, beat him down, and smashed his knee into his midsection about four times in rapid succession. The Jamaican went down, laying there, trembling. The game started getting ugly. Lots of pushing and shoving, racial slurs flying around. The hacks charged over there with their sticks, breaking it up.


Tony Bob, one of the yard hacks, came by, looked Coogan up and down, winked, motioned with his stick at the men in the field. “Hell kind of game is that supposed be?” he said, a vein in his thick neck pulsing. “What the fuck do they call that?”


“Football, boss,” Coogan told him.


“Football? I played football two years for Ohio State before my knee locked and you know what? That ain’t football.”


When he went on his merry way and the cons in the field had been dispersed, Coogan looked over by the chapel.


Sloat was back.


And that baby-raping motherfucker was staring right at him.


He paced back-and-forth in a loose-limbed shuffle. His hair was dark, greasy like an oil spill. It matched the color of his eyes which were black as burnt cork. His face was sunless and pale, almost bloodless, and it made those simmering ebon eyes look as dark and bottomless as abyssal depths.


“Wait here,” he told Chi Chi and Luis. “I want to get a closer look.”


“Don’t do it,” Luis warned him. “Please, man, don’t stir things up.”


But he was going. Something in him demanded it.


“Watch yourself,” Chi Chi told him. “Hacks be eyeballing us.”


Coogan crossed the yard, made small talk with a couple old cons over by the bleachers that hadn’t seen the light of day in forty years, all the time keeping his eye on Sloat. He left the cons, walked right past Sloat who was standing all alone in the center of the yard, a knife-slash grin cut into his pallid face, his eyes like dead roads through miasmic swamps.


Coogan stopped, lit a cigarette, his back to Sloat.


You really want to do this?


He could feel the man watching him and something about that brought a chill like a cold breath at his neck. He turned, wrinkling his nose against a sudden foul odor in the air. It was musky and hot like a reptile house and it seemed to be coming from Sloat.


“Fuck you staring, asshole?” he heard himself ask.


He stepped closer even though, with that smell boiling hotter by the moment, the idea was repugnant. Sloat just kept grinning and Coogan knew he was going to have to hurt him. It would get him a week in the hole, but it would have to be done because Sloat was staring, grinning like a saw-toothed pumpkin, disrespecting him.


It would be a simple matter. Coogan was a practiced street fighter, fast, lethal. His upper body strength was awesome from working the iron pile: shoulders broad and sculpted, neck like a tree stump, arms corded thick with muscle. Even then he could feel it coming over him, the need to hurt this fish, to prove his dominance. His legs were already bending into it, thrumming with power like pistons. He’d swing out with his right and if Sloat was any kind of man he’d try to block it and when he did, Coogan would jab him in the side hard enough to snap a rib.


Closer, that stench rising and making his stomach roll. “I said, fuck are you staring at?”


If Sloat was afraid, he did not look it. He just stood there, his grin widening until it looked like it would eat his face. He was pale like a clown, but not a funny one, but maybe one that drove around with dead children in the trunk of his car.


Coogan could hear Chi Chi and Luis coming to intervene, but he knew Sloat would be on the ground long before they did. Because he could not stop it now. He needed to throw this smarmy baby-raper a good beating. Sloat needed to be stomped, squashed flat like some leggy thing that had crawled out from a webby cellar corner.


Then two things happened.


The first was that it wasn’t Eddie Sloat standing there, it was Frank McGrath: huge, bristling, death-hunger in his eyes. Then the voice came, hollow and windy from distant gulfs: “Just like Auburn again, eh, Coog? You and me sharing our dirty little secrets.”


The tattoos on McGrath’s arms—things like spiraling symbols and letters intertwined by serpents and clustered eyes and twining wormlike feelers—seemed to be moving, wavering, swirling together like steam rising from a pot, becoming a slithering tapestry of hallucinatory vermiform life.


Coogan felt cold sweat wash down his face.









He heard the high, profane laughter of a child at his left ear.


And then it was Sloat standing there again, his grin ever-widening, an obscene smile of shattered glass. In a hollow sexless voice that seemed to echo from subterranean depths, he said, “You will be saved.”


“Fuck…fuck did you say?” Coogan managed as his mind screeched with black noise and threatened to close like the petals of a flower.


But then Chi Chi and Luis were pulling him away and he was too weak too fight, leeched dry, numb.


Sloat just stood there, grinning.


But now that Coogan was out of the play, a couple scavengers moved in for their piece of the pie. Two black cellies that were known around the block as Rondo and Mondo and were sitting, cumulatively, on thirty years for narcotics trafficking. They came right up to Sloat and that fool could not stop smiling.


“I figure you pay us a couple bills a week, white boy,” Rondo said, “and we’ll keep you a virgin. How’s that sound?”


Mondo giggled. He giggled at everything Rondo said.


Coogan was seeing it, hearing it, knowing how the game was played. Maybe these two wanted Sloat’s love and maybe it was pure extortion, hard to say. But another hard time BLA banger was watching what was going down real closely and that pretty much gave it away. These two would give Sloat a hard time and the other guy would come to his rescue, protect him, and that’s how it would work. He probably paid Rondo and Mondo to do what they were doing.


But again, Sloat did not look afraid.


“You hear what the man said, you white bread motherfucker?” Mondo told him with absolute threat behind his words.


Rondo was going to take it up a notch but he stopped suddenly. His mouth opened, then closed. Beneath his dark skin, he was pale.


Something had switched here. The aggressor was becoming the victim and you could see it happen just as you could see Sloat feeding on it, pumping himself up with it. His eyes were so huge they seemed to be coming right out of his head like two black glossy eggs. “Will you be saved, my brothers?” he asked them. “Or will you seek communion with the Black Mist?”


Rondo tried to speak, but his throat was filled with a seeping dark sludge; he tried to look away, but Sloat’s eyes held him spellbound in a cat’s cradle of tomb-dark silences. When he did blink it was with tears of pain for he had been drawn into the black wormholes of Sloat’s eyes and been shown something distorted and unreal and grotesque:


The cataleptic, disembodied eye of a blood-red cyclops moon looking down at a jagged sewer-dank landscape below where shadows rustled in cellar-spaces and immense crystalline worms rose from rivers of hissing filth. Faceless winged hags picking at rawboned children that wore the faces of graveyard rats and feasted upon one another. Crypt poachers with eyes of bleeding sunset and too many undulant limbs beckoning, grinning with rusting teeth from high, blasted hills where abominations like writhing entrails crawled from ruptured blackened soil. He heard the high, sweet voice of a child singing from hollow spaces like a single white-hot needle piercing the night.


Rondo stared in shock at Sloat, drool hanging from his mouth, gibberish falling from his lips: “Cthulu Fhtagn! Iä Iä Cthulhu Fhtagn!” Then his hand came out with a razor and he slashed Mondo across the eyes.


Mondo sank to his knees, but did not try to protect himself. He held his hands up in supplication, mumbling something, his eyes crying scarlet tears. Rondo laid open his throat again and again until hot pumping blood sprayed over him like an inkblot, bright red and glistening.


Mondo made a gurgling sound and fell face-first to the ground, dead or near to it.


And by then the hacks were everywhere, knocking Sloat aside and beating Rondo to the ground with their sticks while hundreds of cons stood around and watched silently, their eyes wide, their mouths moving but no sounds coming out.


Chi Chi and Luis had gotten Coogan back to the table by then.


“What kind of shit was that?” Chi Chi said. “You see it?
Did you fucking see that?”


Coogan saw all right. He sat there, trying to find his center, trying to tell himself that he had not seen those tattoos move on McGrath’s arms. Had not seen them slither and crawl, rising up from the flesh in a multitude of writhing maggoty forms then pull aside like curtains to give him a view of that dead city from his dreams: a necropolis going to slime and rot in the pathless wastes of some interdimensional slum where a loathsome horror rose above the clustered tombstone buildings like a harvest moon.
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Lockdown again.


Warden Sheens really didn’t know what else to do, so he locked his shitheads in their cages and he had Sloat brought below and put in solitary. They told Sloat it was for his own protection, but the truth was Sheens wasn’t sure who needed protecting more: Sloat or the rest of the population.


For two days there was nothing for Luis and Coogan to do but to sit in their cells, read, smoke, play cards and do push-ups and sit-ups on the floor. By the second day, Coogan had pretty much avoided the subject of Eddie Sloat as much as he possibly could. Then he gave in.


“What’s your take on Sloat?” he finally said. “That shit in the yard?”


Luis did not speak for some time. He stared into space. Then he licked his lips and said, “There was this acid making the rounds in the streets. They called it Third Eye. I pop a tab and expect to zone for four hours, but I don’t zone. Something else. My perception is heightened, doors opened, I creep in dark corners of space-time and thread the needle in nameless gulfs where geometric shapes scream and bleed. I stare into the ultimate primal chaos at the center of cosmic creation and touch black crystal towers on dead moons where alien hands have scratched the Yellow Sign into living rock. I scale the Purple Mountains and get funneled into the Great White Space. I am formless and bodiless. But I am not alone. You hear me on this, man? I am not alone.”


Coogan pulled off a cigarette, sighing. Here we go again with the crazy talk. But he listened, for somehow he knew it was important.
“Who was there with you?”


“Other minds from other places and I brushed against them, tunneling through them as they invaded me and we got tangled together, a big ball of yarn in an endless shadow plane,” Luis admitted. “How do you separate one from the other? I was a canvas, home, white and drab and not a single brushstroke to call my own and they—these minds, ancient, ancient minds—they start painting on me and teaching me and instructing me and then I knew what it was to be them. Can you understand? These minds…they jump everywhere, through time, through space, from one dimension to the next. They inhabit minds in the past, the present, the future, this world, a million other worlds you never heard of. They have a name, but you don’t need to know it. They had many enemies but there was only one thing they were afraid of.”


“And what’s that?”


“Something out in space, something horrible waiting at the edge of our solar system.”


Coogan said, “Something in the Oort Cloud?”


“Yes. An entity…a colony of ancient decayed minds that existed long before this solar system was formed, something that lived in the cold formless blackness, an entity which hates all living things. Something primal and bodiless and destructive. Something that has been called the Million Malignant Minds, but to us is simply Nemesis.”


“And what’s this shit got to do with Eddie Sloat?”


“It’s got everything to do with him, home. He’s some kind of conduit to them and I have no doubt of it. He’s linked with them and he’s responsible for the missing men same as he’s responsible for what happened in the yard today and the dreams we’ve all been having. He’s part of what waits out there, what’s getting closer every night and if you think I’m fucking crazy, home, well that’s just fine. But it’ll be dark in an hour and then you look out the window over there and that darkness you saw will be larger and closer. Then, then you tell me how crazy I am.”


Coogan sighed. It was all so contrary to everything he was, all he knew, everything he had seen and experienced. “He’s…what? Like supernatural or something?”


“I don’t know, man. I really don’t know. But he’s part of it.” Luis paused, thinking. “You said he wore the face of a guy you saw die at Auburn.”


“Yeah. Franky McGrath.”


“I heard of him. Some kind of headhunter for the Lucchese family in New York?”


“Sure. He had a lot of bodies out there.”


“He died…when?”


Coogan told him that it was four years ago this month.


“Which means shortly after he died, Eddie Sloat turns up with his cult in Vermont. That’s interesting.”


Coogan liked Luis…but this was madness, it was a private delusion. Crazy sort of fucked-up shit you’d hear from cons sometimes, their minds soft from incarceration, rotting inside out over the guilt of what they’d done and who they were. That’s what he kept telling himself, but he couldn’t get himself to believe it. He had seen things now, felt nameless forces and malefic energies circling him…how could he deny it? Sloat was not human. He couldn’t be. He wore McGrath’s face, he had the power to send you tripping into weird anti-worlds, and he had compelled those two black fuckheads in the yard into destroying themselves. That was power. That was not human.


And there was also what he had shown Coogan that first day in the yard: that crawling monstrosity. And, Jesus, was that Sloat’s true face?


“How can you know these things?” he asked Luis and Luis just shrugged said, “I feel them. I believe them to be true. That Third Eye fucked me up in ways you can’t know, home. I’ve got senses beyond the normal five. But when I saw him that day, that first day they processed Sloat out into the general population, my skin crawled and I was covered in cold sweat. I had seen things like him when I tripped on Third Eye…maybe not seen them, but knew they were there. When I traveled through those outer spheres I became aware that something was out there, something was watching me, something was following me, taking great interest in who and what I was. A cold, primal hatred. Can you dig that?”


Luis said he stopped using Third Eye because it had opened up something inside him that was hard to close back down. The walls of perception had thinned. Reality began to fly apart all around him. He was running with the Latin Lords in those days, he said, moving a lot of heroin and guns in East Harlem, 103rd Street. He was a real terror…but after Third Eye, things were never the same again. He began seeing things, feeling things…things unseen moving around him, interacting with him, toying with him. That’s when he knew that something from the outer spheres had followed him back and was dogging him like a ghost.


“It was little things at first, home,” he admitted, his voice dry and squeaking. “Things in my room would be moved. Doors would swing open in the dead of night. There would be this foul sewer smell in my closets, coming from under my bed. I lay there, trying to sleep, and I’d hear voices whispering in the walls, hear something scratching like fingernails inside my pillow.” He shook his head, shivering. “It just kept getting worse. One night every window in the house shattered at three a.m. What the fuck, I thought. What could do something like that…the windows exploded out
not in. Explain that, if you can.


“I was scared, I mean really fucking scared. But who could I turn to? A priest? My mother? Shit, nobody would understand and particularly not the street-eaters I was banging with.” Luis buried his face in his hands. Head bowed, he said, “I was doing pretty good for myself. Drug dealing, selling guns, working some girls on the side. Just a drug pushing pimp, but I had lots of scratch in my pockets. I could buy anything or
anyone I wanted. I had respect, home, and that was because people feared me and feared the Lords. But…well, after Third Eye, I started losing it. I was nervous. I couldn’t sleep. Got so I was afraid of the dark. You dig that? Me.
A fucking Latin Lord, the terror of the Barrio. But, yes, I was afraid. I was spiking all the time. Only time I felt calm was when I spiked some skag, it smoothed me out. Truth was, I wasn’t nothing but a junkie. A violent, crazy-eyed junkie who was afraid of his own shadow. And I had good reason. Oh yes, my brother, I had good reason.”


Luis said he became aware that something was in the house at night, walking around. He’d hear it…click, click, click. Like the sound of nails on the floor. He would be paralyzed with fear like a little kid waiting for some hollow-eyed boogeyman to come ghosting out of the closet. In the morning he would find prints, the tracks of what had come calling.


“Things were walking around in my house, home, things that had followed me back from the outer spheres. I didn’t know what they were. The prints they left were not the prints of men…just three-pronged tracks like something had been walking around on the tips of muddy claws.” Luis kept swallowing, trying to keep his throat wet. His eyes were wide, red-rimmed, glassy with fear. “I had no doubt
they were watching me. I couldn’t see them because they did not wish to be seen. But one night…on around three in the morning…I saw something come into my room and it was no man…a weird shadowy form moving towards my bed. It did not walk, it hopped. And when I screamed…it walked right through the wall.”


Coogan was listening with rapt attention. He felt like he was tripping himself. It was all absolute madness, but there was no doubt of the sincerity in Luis’s voice: he believed absolutely what he was saying and the memories of those days were haunting his bones.


Luis said the fear got stronger because people began to disappear. People in the neighborhood. Members of the Lords. They were being taken in the night.


“By what?” Coogan asked, knowing he had to. “Nemesis?”


“No, not Nemesis,” Luis said. “But another race that is in league with Nemesis, being used by it. Maybe it’s out of choice and maybe it’s out of fear. I don’t know.”


“They were abducting them?” Coogan said. “These things?”


“Yes, in a way. In a way. Taking them into the sky.”


People would disappear, then come back a week later with no memory of where they had been. “They were taken away…then brought back as if something wanted me to know exactly how powerful they were and how weak I was. Like a man plucking ants from a sidewalk crack, home, and sticking them in a jar, returning them later when it amused him to do so.”


“For what purpose?”


“Again, I don’t know. But these things took people and when they brought them back, they were never the same again. I think they did something with their brains. Changed them, restructured them, what have you. I think…I really think it has something to do with those canisters from the dreams. Something about those canisters.”


Luis admitted his thinking was all very muddled. That time had been very traumatic. Those people who came back seemed perfectly ordinary to other people, but to Luis they were crawling abominations, monsters. They could pretend around the others, but he could see through them, see exactly the sort of horrors they were. He called this ‘the taint’. The ability to see them.
He thought they were returned, used as spies or something, like undercover agents or fifth columnists whose job was to watch and wait, report everything they saw.


“Yeah, I know how that sounds, Coog. A-1 fucking loco loony bullshit. Kind of fucked-up thinking that gets you a straightjacket…but I swear it’s the truth or what I guessed was the truth. Things just kept getting worse and worse. I was strung out, paranoid, afraid, jumping at sounds, too scared to sleep. I was a wreck. And it was all on account of Third Eye…what it had done to me.” He smoked a cigarette and his hands would not stop shaking. His face had the constricted, yellow look of someone nearing a stroke. “I was desecrated, violated, my brain was not the same anymore…you don’t know what it was like. All the time…the sounds, the smells, the sense that you are watched like a microbe on a slide…seeing those kaleidoscope dimensions opening all around you like a man looking through a million windows. Imagine that, Coog. Just sitting there watching all those doors around you swing open, the pulsating green matter filling your sight, eyeless horrors and pallid worming things slithering through a primeval ooze of antimatter…and knowing, knowing that as awful as that is, there’s something far worse and deranged and diabolic that you
Don’t see because they do not wish to be seen. At night…oh yes, Coog…at night my third eye would open all the way and I would see a haunted city of towers and spheres and rising cones and pipes. That’s when they would come: the old, old, ancient ones, the gray ones with the starfish heads and the bright, bright red eyes. They’d feed off me, draining me like a psychic battery. Parasites, Coog, mind parasites. They wanted my memories and my experiences because they were stagnant and dead and dry, nothing inside them anymore but time and dust.”


“These were the things you saw walk through the wall?” Coogan asked. “The ones that left the tracks?”


“No, no. I don’t know what they were. But you’d see them in the outer spheres haunting dead cities, drifting around. All they wanted was to tap into your mind and drink your thoughts and energy and memory. Some kind of parasite…old, old, something that died out long ago and were just ghosts, shades. The ones that were following me, taking people away into the night…they were different.”


Luis said it was about that time as he saw things from those other dimensions and felt them moving around him that he just up and lost it. He found his girlfriend in a room with three of the Lords. All of them had been taken away and returned. They were not right. Their faces often moved like there was something beneath that wanted to get out and he saw something behind their eyes, something watching him. Something that was not human. When they got together like that, they would start whispering crazy things, math and physics and the curvature of space, treading the fourth dimension. When he found them swarming like that after like the third time, he pulled out a chromed-up Glock nine and emptied the clip into them. He went into hiding and when an FBI agent tracked him down, he shot him dead, too, thinking he was an agent of the things following him.


“I was wrong. He was just some bull, some Fed out playing G-man. I killed him anyway.”


Luis was promptly arrested and housed in the Metropolitan Correctional Center in New York City awaiting trial. There was no bail to be had for capital murder. Stuck away in the depths of the MCC, things were no better.


They kept him in solitary and time was fluid and utterly seamless. The only way to mark the days was by the periods of sleep or the hours when they let him have a light on. His meals came and went. The hacks would bring him magazines. Gradually, he lost count of how long he had been down there. That distorted sense of perception began to fade. He was probably the only guy in the MCC who was actually glad to be there, glad to be away from what his life had become. After a week, listening to nothing but the beat of his heart, the death-watch ticking of some internal clock, he felt isolated and abandoned. Paranoia seeped in and he began to imagine there were things in the darkness with him at night—faceless, formless, and malefic.


“I began to hear sounds and I knew they had tracked me down. The things that had followed me back. I could feel them around me. In the cell next door…I was hearing these funny noises…like something wet being dragged across the floor, scratching sounds as if claws were drawn over the wall. At night I would hear this dry, cold cackling like somebody was laughing over there.


One night, unable to stop shaking, Luis looked beneath the sink at the grille down there—a ventilation grille that connected the cells. Steeling himself, he crawled near the grille and flicked his lighter, knowing he had to know, he had to see, he had to confirm that he was not stark raving mad.


Because something was over there.


Something that had come to torment him.


Something from the outer spheres.


He could smell a wet, damp stink. The flickering flame lit up the underbelly of the sink, the pipes, the paint-flaking concrete wall, and the grille itself. Through the steel mesh, he clearly saw eyes staring back at him: six glistening green toad eyes that did not blink.


It went on and on.


“I don’t know what it was, home. Not those things…but something else, something like Eddie Sloat maybe.”


Night after night, Luis would hear slithering sounds over there, like snakes were moving across the floor and up the walls. Sometimes it would sound like someone wading through a pool of their own vomit. It would go on and on. If he called one of the guards—and they didn’t like coming because he was a cop killer—the sounds would fade away.


Then one night as he cowered in the darkness, alone in that cage, feeling nameless things crouching in the shadows, a sense of terror settled into him that was palpable and devastating. It slid into his heart like icy needles that would not retract.


There was something fumbling at the grille.


He could smell its hot and fevered breath.


Then it spoke to him:


“I’ve been following you for years, living in pockets of writhing shadow and creeping through sewers of time-space and slinking through the cold radioactive mud of shattered extradimensional ghettos in the black void. Just another mind of the many. But I’ve been watching and I’ve been waiting. In the end, you will crawl and you will slither, but you will not walk as a man…”


Luis was silent then, his tale finally told, and Coogan knew he was the first human being to have ever heard it. The very fact that Luis was sitting in a Federal prison and not a madhouse was proof that he had never mentioned a word of any of it to his lawyers or prosecutors or the investigating cops.


“That’s it, Coog. Now you know what I know. That sense I developed with Third Eye—sixth sense, psychic shit, whatever—it seemed to go dormant after they stuck me here five years ago…or was it six? Don’t matter. Things were calm, quiet. I was a con. I was incarcerated. I was doing life behind bars. I deserved what I got and you ain’t gonna hear many of these animals behind these walls admit to that.” He shrugged and stubbed out his cigarette. “Yeah, it was all dormant. No dreams, no nothing. Then Sloat showed up. Soon as I saw him…well, it started again. Not so bad, but it’s building. And the first time I heard him speak, you know what? I recognized the voice because it was the voice of the thing that had spoken to me in the MCC.”


Coogan didn’t know what to think about it. A huge conspiracy, one that was not neat or ordered but large and ungainly, lacking boundaries. Luis believed that primal hatred, Nemesis, was out in the Oort Cloud getting closer to Earth every day. Those other things…the ones that followed him back and abducted people, fooled with their brains…were in league with it somehow. They had an interest in the human race, too. But it was not to exterminate it. They wanted something else.


“But what?” Coogan asked him.


“I don’t know, home. But hear me on this: Eddie Sloat is part of Nemesis. Some way, some how. He was what was speaking to me in the MCC. He was born about the same time Franky McGrath died and I’m willing to bet he’s been hundreds of people before that. He’s the conduit. He’s the beacon. This won’t get any better. If we want to stop it, then we have to stop Eddie Sloat.”


Staring out the window at the expanding blackness in the sky, Coogan decided that was something that had to happen sooner rather than later. Time was drawing to a close and even he knew that right down to his marrow.
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Once upon a time, back in the Medieval days of rehabilitation, the hole was basically an iron cell without furniture of any sort. You slept naked in the dirt and darkness and pissed in a hole in the floor. These days, you got a bunk and a toilet and a sink. In the punishment cells you got twenty-three hours of darkness; in the segregation cells you could burn your light from morning till night. Eddie Sloat was put in the former.


When Captain Getzel and two of his guards led Sloat down below in chains, he could smell the dankness and foul milk of suffering oozing from the concrete walls, feel the darkness and claustrophobia.


He thought it was a good place for someone like Sloat.


Two days later, he stopped by to see how things were going. The guard said Sloat was quiet thus far and they were keeping him in twenty-fours of darkness.


“Let’s see if that breaks his ass,” Getzel said.


While Sloat was led away in chains to the shower, Getzel inspected his cell.


He looked at the artwork on the walls. Some of it was scratched names, various parts of the female anatomy. But above the bunk there were elaborate scribblings and diagrams of some sort. Just looking at them made him feel cold inside. He looked closer and there seemed to be symbols and numbers mixed in with it, all in cramped handwriting. It looked like some kind of weird math, maybe algebra or geometry…but not the sort Getzel had ever actually seen before.


“What’s all that shit?” he finally asked.


The guard shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”


“He’s writing this in the dark?”


“Suspect so, sir.”


Getzel liked it all even less now. “Look like calculations of a sort.”


“Yes sir, they do.”


“How the fuck does he do it in the dark? You sure he ain’t got no flashlight hidden up his ass?”


“No sir. We give him a cavity search every day. No lights.”


Getzel kept staring at the graffiti. It was math…he could see all the numbers and calculations, lots of interlinking geometrical shapes, but the symbols—like crescent moons and inverted triangles, crossed staffs and clustered orbs—and words he saw were totally foreign to him. There were elaborate formulae here, curves, jarring angles, exotic shapes similar to complex polyhedrons and anti-prisms merging and canceling one another out or transforming into abstract collections of intersecting surfaces and lines. It looked like a freakish combination of math, astrology, and alchemy.


There was something very wrong about it and Getzel began to sweat hot and cold. Maybe it was his imagination, but it seemed that as he traced the figures with his eyes— arriving at the sum of a particular expression that took up half the wall—that the wall itself seemed to shimmer, grow hazy. It looked like it was moving, attempting to fold back on itself.


Struck with an alarming vertigo, Getzel turned away.


“You make sure nobody talks to him,” he said, quickly striding towards the door. “He has…has a way with him.”


By the time he reached the stairs, all Getzel could think was, thank God, thank God it’s not me down here at night with that freak.
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Three days later, when the lockdown was lifted, Tony Bob stepped out of the Prison Industries building and promptly sank to his knees in the stubbly grass and threw up. By the time two other guards got to him he was white and shaking. “In there,” he managed. “In there…the carpentry shop…oh my Christ…”


The two guards—Philly and Whitestep—looked at each other, then charged inside after calling it in over their boxes. At that time of day—3:30 p.m.—most of the convicts had been rounded up and brought back to their cells, save trustees and those on special duty. Tony Bob had been out gathering the stragglers and the workers from PI. Last place he looked was the carpentry shop.


And that’s exactly where Whitestep and Philly were looking now.


What they saw was so graphic, savage, and over-the-top Hollywood gorefest that at first it almost seemed like it couldn’t be real. But it was real and as the stink of blood and meat wafted up their noses and got down into their guts, their legs went shaky and they had to turn away.


Bodies.


The carpentry shop had been turned into a body dump, a death camp litter pile of bloated torsos and gaping rotten egg eyes and stiff, clutching limbs. A communal profusion of the charnel, all of it moist and pustulating, seeming to ooze and melt, decompressing into a flabby stew of split skins and pink muscle mass and spilled yellow-purple organ.


Words like disgusting and horrible and revolting barely scratched the surface of this beast.


Whitestep said later it looked like the bodies had gotten caught in a sheet metal press and had the sauce squeezed out of them, but Philly thought that was inaccurate. Because what he saw reminded him of one of those nature documentaries on the tube where they bring up deep-sea fish and they explode from massive decompression. That’s how the corpses looked to him: blown up into purple-mottled flesh bags, eyes popping from skin vaults, fluids spread over the floor like a fresh coat of wax, blood sprayed up the walls and over the lathes and table saws. A single shoe had gotten blown clear up into the rafters where it hung, blood dripping from the toe. And down below, contorted faces had opened agonized mouths and vomited entrails in a gushing stew of blood like squashed frogs.


When Warden Sheens arrived and got his stomach under control, he listened to what Whitestep and Philly said even though it was unthinkable and hinted at boundless nightmares. They recognized some of the mangled faces and they belonged to the missing convicts.


Taken away, Sheens found himself thinking as the bodies made cracking and rupturing sounds as they continued to decompose and dissolve. These men were taken out of here, crushed, imploded, exploded, blown up with gas and suffocated…then dumped back here and how do you like that?


Honestly,
he did not like it very much.


“They’re melting,” Whitestep said and Sheens decided then and there that there was probably something wrong with him because no man could look at this and not be sickened to his core, but Whitestep was almost clinical in his appraisal.


“How could that be?” said the warden, wincing as a large yellow eye slid from a socket and popped like a soap bubble, spewing gore over his polished wingtip.


“Look, Warden, you can see it happening.”


And he could: like flash frozen jelly allowed to thaw. That’s how the bodies looked. Like melting ice sculptures. They were dissolving into a fleshy, oozing sea of tissues and fluids and bubbling plasma. In an hour, there would be nothing but one hell of an ugly stain. The coroner would need a mop and a bucket.


“I want a cap on this shit,” Sheens said. “This isn’t fucking natural and if those shitheads out there get a taste of this we’ll have a four-alarm fucking riot on our hands. Not a word. You got me?” He looked at Whitestep who nodded. “Not a fucking peep.” He looked at Philly who was as green as the eggs and ham in a particular children’s story. “Yeah…uh…yeah.”


Then Sheens, who had somehow managed to keep his composure in check and his stomach where it belonged, marched outside, haughtiness in tow…and went to his knees and threw up his lunch.
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Out in the yard, Coogan smoked, watching, waiting, listening to Luis and Chi Chi talking about things that he did not want to hear about.


“Shit they’re talking is bullshit,” Chi Chi said. “Ain’t nobody fooling no one. I heard about them bodies.”


“You don’t like the warden’s story?” Luis said.


“Hell.”


Coogan heard all about it all, of course, and he’d even heard the crazy bullshit story the warden had spun on his loom: a group of cons had gotten crushed by a load of timbers. Even the hacks were making sick jokes about that. As to what had really happened, no one was saying. But there were plenty of rumors.


“Gotta friend over to the Corpse Farm, home,” Luis said. “You want the truth, here it is. He overheard the warden talking with the doc. FBI did autopsies on the bodies. Get this, they didn’t just puke out their intestines…their lungs were ruptured from methane poisoning, blood full of enriched nitrogen.”


“Hell’s that mean?” Chi Chi asked. “Where’d they breathe in methane?”


“Not on this planet, home.”


“Dead all the same,” Coogan said.


“Dead? Shit, man, there’s dead and there’s dead. Autopsy said death by massive decompression. Those bodies were crystallized. Now people say I’m crazy, but it’s gonna take a real peculiar set of circumstances to do something like that.”


“Whitestep told me they was melting,” Chi Chi said. “But you didn’t get that from me.”


“They were…dissolving. By the time the Feds got here, most of the remains had liquefied. But there’s something even worse, something even weirder.”


Coogan and Chi Chi were both looking at him.


Luis looked around, ready to espouse state secrets. “They didn’t have any brains.”


“What? What do you mean?” Chi Chi said.


Luis licked his lips which were pale as his face by that point. “I mean what I said. The brains were missing from the bodies and there was not a single cut on the skulls. Now, tell me this: how do you extract a brain without so much as scratching the head?”


Coogan sat there, shaking, something invading him, digging deep like rootlets seeking hot red wetness.
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At Auburn Correctional, the idea to murder Franky McGrath had come when Coogan walked into the prep room at the prison mortuary where he worked and had found McGrath squatting naked over a corpse he was cutting apart on the floor. The corpse, it turned out, was not some cold cuts from one of the drawers—which would have been bad enough—but the body of a slight Hispanic boy of nineteen named Armando Ramirez who had been doing ten years for robbery, repeat offender. When Ramirez disappeared, everyone had assumed he had gone over the wall.


Not so.


Franky McGrath, they later learned, had beaten him and while he lay in the prison infirmary, strangled him and somehow got his body out to the mortuary.


Where Coogan found him.


At the sight of that hulking, feral horror squatting over the body, Coogan could taste bile in his mouth. He just froze there, not sure what he was supposed to do. Jimmy Pegs, Sean Bolland, and another street-eater named Vinnie Scuzzio were on their way over and he hoped to God they’d hurry.


He was speechless.


McGrath looked up at him, huge like a shaved gorilla, naked and heavily tattooed, his red hair hellfire, his eyes glistening grub worms, his hands filled with gore-streaked knives. He grinned with teeth like bloodstained white diamonds in a grave rictus. “Get that fucking look offa yer face, Coog,” he said with a scraping, dirty voice. “This is my thing and it don’t concern you or any of the others. This is my thing, this is how I do it and how I stay alive.”


Coogan had been around plenty by that point. He’d seen all the atrocities prison life had to offer. He was truly frightened of no man. But this…it filled his mouth with a taste of rusty metal and sickly sweetness. He could smell the corpse, the blood—-like pooling fat and well-marbled meat, harsh, clammy—and he could only stare at McGrath, eyes locked in orbits like insects in amber.


McGrath kept smiling, teeth jutting from pale pink gums. “Watch what I do, because you just might learn something. The boys you’re running with, it’s only a matter of time before you gotta trunk a body, joint a corpse, and I can show you how it’s done. Limbs are hard to get free from their sockets, Coog, so don’t dick around none, just take a saw and cut ‘em. Limbs gotta go. Then the head. No dental records, no fingerprints. Take the pieces and scatter ‘em to the four winds, far enough apart that they’ll never put Humpty Dumpty back together again.”


Coogan finally asked him why he’d did it in the first place, why he’d killed the kid and then did this to him.


“You don’t know shit, Coog, none of you do,” McGrath told him. “Something happened to me once. Long time ago. Something you could never understand. But since then I been different, you know? On the streets, I killed people to order. And, yeah, I enjoyed it. But it’s more than that. Lot of primitive warriors believed that if you killed somebody, you absorbed their strength, their soul, their spirit. See these tattoos on my back? On my chest? Not just tats, Coog, but blueprints, instructions that describe a ritual of sorts. If I kill people in a certain way, if I bring ‘em to the point of absolute fear, what’s in ‘em gets stronger and when I take it, I get stronger. You understand? What’s tattooed on my body shows me the ritual and how to perform it, little things like sucking the terror out of them and jointing their corpse in a particular way to gain the favor of them outside…the others…”


Absolute insanity…yet Coogan believed it. He could almost feel the pull of those others waiting on the threshold to take their sacrifice. And the tattoos…arcane words and symbols, skulls and crescent moons and bones and bodies being pulled apart, countless screaming faces, abstract representations of demons with the heads of toads or wraiths with wreaths of tentacles where their hair should have been…all of it intermixed, crowded, clustered on his body so that it almost took your breath away to follow the maze of inking and see where one thing started and another ended, all of it melting into a hallucinogenic haze of images and words and glyphs.


Coogan later told Jimmy Pegs about it.


Jimmy Pegs, a.k.a Jimmy Pagano, was a made guy in New York’s Lucchese family. Not much went on at Auburn that Jimmy Pegs and some of the other old wops didn’t have a hand in. Let the gangs mix it up in the yard all they wanted, guys like Jimmy Pegs practically owned the place. Word came down that McGrath would get whacked as a favor to a certain high-ranking member of the Mexican Mafia; Ramirez had been his cousin. Blood demanded blood. When Jimmy Pegs brought Sean Bolland and Coogan in on it, it was past the discussion phase.


“Friday night, most of the cons in K-block are going to be watching a movie,” he said. “I’m going to arrange for Franky to have a little entertainment with a fish I told him about. Only, when he gets into the rec room, won’t be no fuck boy waiting for him, it’ll be us.”


By that point, Coogan had piped a few guys, shanked one man, and beat quite a few others, but he’d never killed anyone. He was a thief. He was not a killer. But he joined up and mainly because you didn’t say no to Jimmy Pegs because he was the sort of guy who could make your life real easy or real hard. That was part of it. But the real reason was simply that McGrath was an animal, an absolute animal…and after what he’d seen him doing and those awful things he’d said, that fucker had to go down.


When McGrath walked into the rec room and saw Jimmy Pegs and Coogan standing there with plastic ponchos on and lead pipes in their hands, he knew, like an animal led out into the slaughter yard and smelling the death-stench of bowels, brains, and blood, he knew.


His face grinned like a sacrificial nascent moon.


He charged forward and got his hands on Coogan before he could even think of swinging the pipe. “You motherfucker! I coulda shown you things! I coulda taken you places—”


When McGrath’s huge, apish hands took hold of him, something happened to Coogan that he could never explain: it was like being electrocuted. An electric surge ran through him like he had just gripped exposed wires in his fists. His body went taut, blazing fire-heat consuming him, and in his head…like a dozen suns exploding with flashing prismatic colors and then collapsing into their own mass, into something like a sucking, whirlpooling gravity sink that yanked him kicking and screaming out of his own head, tossing him light years through some perverted multi-dimensional hyperspace and into a fractured black cosmos where the stars were oblong corpse-white faces staring down from an abyssal whispering blackness and he saw a great sphere rushing at him. It wore irradiated mist like a mask and slowly, the mask was pulled away to reveal—


But by then Sean Bolland had swung his pipe and it connected with McGrath’s head with a meaty impact, his skull cracking open, blood, gray slime, and something like white pus leaking out as he was driven to his knees.


Coogan came out of it and he was on his ass, dishrag-limp, numb, flesh crawling.


Then he was up and they were all swinging their pipes with savage, idiotic glee. McGrath’s head was shattered, a soup of blood and brain matter oozing over the floor like congealing pudding. His teeth were scattered like dice, jagged ends of bones jutting at crazy angles from livid, swelling purple flesh. The pipes kept coming down until McGrath was a great distended mewling skin sack of macerated organs and fragmented bones crawling through the slime trail of its own puddling fluids. He looked up once, directly at Coogan with a remaining good eye that swam in a stew of bile and intracranial fluid, his head a smashed puzzle of skullbone, his face a pulpous raw matter.


And for one mad, unreal moment as that orb of hate drilled into him, Coogan thought he saw something rising up out of McGrath’s body—something like a thousand green rubber worms that blossomed into a fungal lunatic forest of grinning emerald-eyed clown faces that themselves divided into the gleaming sugar-bone whiteness of dead children that opened their huge smoldering fissile eyes to reveal a sucking, limitless vortexual blackness that had come to turn the world into a graveyard of well-picked bones.


Then this, too, was gone.


McGrath died with a shrill simian cry of dozens of gibbons being flayed alive and a resounding wail of bleeding ghosts that echoed through the confines of the rec room with a charged, energetic chanting that became a blood mist that dripped from the ceiling and walls.


“It’s done,” Jimmy Pegs said, standing there in his blood-streaked plastic poncho, his face the color of bleached flour.


“Did you see—” Coogan began.


“I didn’t see fucking shit and neither did you,” Jimmy Pegs said. “What is done is done and we talk no more about it.”


The plastic ponchos and pipes went into a laundry bag and that was that.


At least…that’s what Coogan had thought at the time.
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Two days after they’d shoveled the remains off the floor of the carpentry shop, Buster Cray came up to Coogan. He had a mixed bag of headhunters and ghetto-crawlers with him: black, white, Latino, even an Asian dude with a knife scar slashed across his face ear to ear like a questing pink worm. Badass. Corpse-maker. Looked like he could chew pigiron and piss tacks.


“You Coogan? Johnny Coogan?” Buster said. “Hear you tried to break out of the Hot House, but we’re exactly successful.”


“You heard right.”


“Got a friend over there name of Raul Mingle,” he said. “Call him El Ming around the block. He says you owe him five large and I’m here to collect.”


Shit. That’s what this was. It was true enough, Coogan owed El Ming the green but he was hoping his escape attempt and transfer to Grissenberg had canceled that out. Not so. The prison grapevine strikes again.


“You tell Ming when I get it, he’ll get it.”


Buster was fat and soft, a fleshy pink Arkansas hog in blackface. He mopped his sweaty bald head constantly with a towel, degreasing it, a well-chewed cigar butt blossoming from his crooked mouth. He was strictly the non-violent sort, Coogan knew right off. He paid others to hurt people. They called him ‘Chocolate Pudding’ behind his back, but never to his face because death was kept at a low boil in those eyes.


“Ming don’t care about your problems, bitch. Neither do I. He wants his money.”


“Well, I still don’t have it.”


“Things might get rough.”


“Things always do.”


Coogan was already tensed, ready to bust.


He stood at an even six feet, stacked hard with muscle from religiously doing two thousand push-ups a day, working the weights, and hitting the bag. He was known to be easy going for the most part, someone you could talk to, a guy who would help you if you were indeed worth helping. But he was also known for his absolutely fearsome temper. He demanded respect at every joint he pulled time in. It was the only way you survived. In a max joint you were either a predator or you were prey. And if this fat boy thought he could be intimidated, then he was right: things were going to get rough.


“There are other ways, of course,” Buster told him, coveting absolute indifference. “You could join up with us. We represent a new sort of organization, you see, once based on brotherly love and blind to skin color and racial affiliation and all such bullshit. You want to come on board, you’re welcome. We get stuff the rest don’t, got hacks on the take. And that five grand? Forget about it.”


Coogan lit a cigarette. “And what might I have to do to wipe out that debt?”


“You know Eddie Sloat?”


Here it comes.


“Heard of him.”


Buster nodded, his eyes filled with a vacant sort of fear. “We gonna have some business with him. You know what I’m saying?”


Coogan did and he didn’t care for the idea.


Because if he murdered somebody—even a parasite like Sloat—that was life, fucking life in the cage.


Buster mopped his shiny dome. Coogan studied the lines on the man’s face, crow’s feet splaying out from the corners of his eyes and sutured wrinkles spreading out like hairline cracks in delicate pottery. A line for everything he had done and everything he wished he would never do again. “Things have been funny since that cracker got here,” he said.


“Funny how?”


Buster looked to his posse and they all bowed their heads, closed their eyes, as if in reverence to this criminal godhead that walked amongst them.


“What a question, what a question,” Buster said, shaking his head. “Motherfucker, you will see it and know it and recognize it as such. That’s all I’m gonna say.”


It seemed to Coogan that big bad cellblock playa and snake in the switchgrass Buster Cray was trembling on the edge of admitting something, of lancing the poison behind his eyes, maybe squeezing the black blood from his soul. It was close, real close. He needed someone to hear it, someone whose ears were hooked to a working brain…not these hollow-eyed walking mops he had for a posse.


So Coogan took a chance, seized the moment and palmed the meat, as they say. “You’re talking in riddles, my friend,” he said. “But I understand that. I got one for you. How could a guy who got killed at Auburn four years ago be walking around the yard today?”


The posse studied each other nervously. They were primal, simple things who had just evolved from the black jungle of animal ignorance to discover the fear of the dead.


Buster licked his lips. “Nightmares and reality get soft here, get runny, start to mix together.” He pulled off his cigar. “You ever have visions, Coog?”


“Never.”


Buster laughed with a harsh metallic sound. “You will, man. Trust me on this, you been here long enough, you will.” He looked over at his thugs. “Sooner or later, Sloat is going to get out of the Hole. We’ll forget about that five large if you do what’s right.”


Coogan blew smoke in his face. “You want him done, why don’t you have one of these fuckheads do him?”


“Because I want you to.”


“Ain’t gonna happen.”


Buster just moved his eyes. “Skin,” he said. “Do it.”


The Asian dude rushed out with murder in his eyes, but Coogan was ready for him. Skin lashed out with a chopping kick and Coogan sidestepped it, caught his leg, twisted it, and kneed him in the balls. While he was going down, Coogan drilled him in the jaw with a short devastating punch. Down in the grass, Skin vomited out three teeth in a spray of pink foam. Another dude rushed in and Coogan jumped him, twisting his head on his neck and jabbing his thumb into his eye. He went down screaming, crying tears of blood.


Before the others could make a move, Coogan locked an arm around Buster’s throat. “Call it off or I’ll break your fat fucking neck,” Coogan told him.


“Ease up, ease up,” Buster said. “Please now…ease up…”


“You want Sloat, get him yourself,” Coogan said, pushing him away into his own ranks. “I don’t want to get involved.”


Buster just stared at him. “Son, if you’re here, you’re already involved.”
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After Coogan went on his merry way and the boys scattered, Buster stood there alone, surveying the yard, remembering things and feeling things, his stomach turning over and wanting to come spraying out of his mouth. He wished he could tell Coogan, take him aside and make him understand about Sloat, about the big bad wolf coming to Griss City and how sharp his teeth were. But Coogan, as reasonable and stand-up as he was, could never wrap his brain around any of it, could never understand what inhabited Sloat’s skin and what its plans were.


But Buster knew because he saw it in his dreams every night.


Buster put his face in his hands, squeezing it, losing himself, forgetting, drowning in rank pools of denial and coveting a numbness that was blank and dreamlike.


He watched the cons out in the yard. Cons throwing balls back and forth. Cons leaning against walls and scheming. Cons huddled in groups, smoking, puffing out their chests, arguing. Cons watching other cons. Cons watching the hacks with their sticks and hacks up in the gun towers. Cons gambling. Cons keeping an eye on the new fish in the yard, sizing them up. Cons leading their fuck boys around, daring anyone to touch them. A game. All a meaningless fucking game in this place that the cons played twenty-four-seven, wind-up toys that never ran out of batteries and clocks that never stopped ticking. All of them puffing out their chests and fluffing their tail feathers, scanning the yard with flat dead eyes and caustic attitudes thinking they had cornered the market on evil and not knowing, never guessing they were amateurs. Because they did not know of secrets kept and secrets tended like dark gardens, of men who stank of raw, bleeding hides with eyes like simmering pools of acid. Men who were not men at all but things that laid their eggs in low, steaming places and the terrible things they had done.


Tick, tick, tick.


The clock kept running and Buster knew deep within himself that it was ten minutes to midnight.


The end was coming soon.
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Daytime in Grissenberg was a constant cacophony of noise blending into a seamless dull roar: men yelling from cell to cell, steel doors clanging, guards shouting, cons hollering at the TVs in the rec rooms, boom boxes blaring, men screaming, religious freaks praying out loud at the very tops of their voices, headcases babbling incoherently at tormentors no one else could see. On and on and on.


But at night it was the low murmur of a caged animal breathing in its sleep, dreaming ensanguined dreams of blood and meat and death. Water dripped and men moaned in their sleep. Rats clawed at the walls, pipes groaned, ducts ticked as they cooled. Cons whispered and sobbed and begged Jesus and Mary for deliverance. The air was hot and moist with the stink of unwashed skin, sweat, urine, and garbage. Hacks made their hourly rounds up and down the walkways and you could smell their cologne and chewing gum, the smoke of their cigarettes. By midnight, other than an occasional distant scream echoing into nothingness, there was only the silence of the beast breathing, filling itself with night, recharging itself for another day, hungry for the violence and isolation and intolerance that kept its belly full and its teeth sharp.
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“Oh, God, here we go,” Philly said. Not only was he pulling the night shift but he had to listen to fucking Sloat.


He was chatting away in his cell with his invisible friends again.


Philly set his girlie magazine aside and went over to the cell, preparing to rap the door with his stick, tell Sloat to pipe down.


But he didn’t.


He listened.


In a weird, buzzing voice that sounded like the steady hum of bees a voice was saying: “We sent them through the White Space, trip-trip-trip they went, falling through the hollow spaces, tumbling, tumbling, little lost boys, open your eyes, this is Yuggoth, the ninth world…where the terrible darkness rolls…the cyclopean pits of elder fungi…look how warm-blooded life squirms in the cold, the cessation of atmospheric pressure, how your entrails steam on the barren plain, crawling worms…”


After that, Philly sat in his chair shivering like a kid who was waiting for some goblin-eyed horror to come creeping from the closet on eight spidery limbs. His sweat came in cool-warm rivers, plastering his dark hair to his skull. In his brain there was a perpetual scratching white noise that only barely covered the sounds coming from the cell: slithering and scraping noises, inexplicable metallic screeching and a low whistling drone that he swore made the earth rumble and throb beneath him. There were sounds like things walking about on a multitude of spiny legs, a constant hissing and whispering that seemed to come from a dozen separate mouths. Sloat carried on low, hushed conversations and it all made Philly’s skin absolutely crawl.


Good God, what was going on in there?
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When Coogan closed his eyes that night, the dream came for him immediately.


He saw a field of green energy envelop him, flashes of cobalt and indigo directed at his eyes, laser-bright, blinding him, then letting him see, really see, as he was yanked along by some thermonuclear tidal pull, riding its white-hot wave with incredible velocity towards a yawning zone of blackness that was darker than anything he could imagine. The threshold was reached: a radiant firestorm burning from the inside out like a melting sun…and then he was through.


He had breached.


Yes, that was the word:
breached.


The threshold was slit open and he fell screaming into a lake of cold bubbling plasma that was impossibly close to Grissenberg and unbelievably distant.


He did not know where he was.


His mind told him it was a world between worlds…a dank gutter in some interdimensional anti-world.


Everything was changed around, turned inside out, flesh made smoke and smoke made flesh, atoms scattered and reassembled. Coogan’s mind was a thorny growth of black roses, sprouting, flowering, bursting from his skull which no longer existed in this abstract place.


Before him was a fathomless darkness and right away he saw the city: it looked like crowding, clustered toadstools and greasy, tall mushrooms washed by a gray, bubbling river of creeping fungi. As he got closer, he saw not toadstools but buildings that were tall and narrow like coffins set upon their ends, all spilling blackness and despair and incredible age. In the dream, he did not walk, but flew, drifting over the city. He saw that the structures were not made of brick and stone, but things like pipes and reeds, femurs and ulnas welded together by mats of what looked to be cobweb, fine filaments of which connected the buildings, consuming them and woven through them.


The city was a corpse.


In the dream, he knew this. As he drifted about, he saw things like bloated slugs inching about. They were a ghastly, phosphorescent white, crawling in and out of the edifices. They were maggots, weird alien maggots feeding on the rot of the city.


Lamprey mouths sought his warm, pulsing throat and everywhere, decay and slime as the city went spongy with putrescence and the shadows were heady with charnel perfume and that boiling river of fungi shrieked with a hundred scraping voices.


Coogan slid into one of the buildings like a shadow. In an immense convex chamber, he saw shapes moving. Not human. But sentient. Horrible, but not necessarily threatening.


They looked like some kind of grotesque alien insect or crustacean that stood upright on thorny pronged claws. They were a dull orange to fleshy pink in color and made of segmented bands of white-striated tissue with several sets of curving plate-like wings at their backs. Set at the end of fleshly, wrinkled stalks, their heads were egg-shaped and convoluted, a mass of spiny antennae rising from them. They had no eyes, no mouth that he could see, just bony chambers.


They were absolutely obscene.


And the closer he looked, the less they resembled insects or crustaceans for it seemed that they were not composed of flesh as such but minute braided filaments and fibers like threads of fungi, interwoven, overlapping, communal. Like a great colonial fungus.


Coogan knew they were seeing him.


Their antennae were changing color, flashing on and off like the chromatophores of deep sea squids. They were communicating. Discussing him and he knew it.


The Mi-Go: the Fungi from Yuggoth, the Outer Ones.


This was what they were called on Earth and they wanted him to know that.


These were the things that had followed Luis from the outer spheres: The Mi-Go.


They began to move in his direction.


He could see…McGrath before him on a slab of black stone like a rhesus monkey awaiting the cutting and piercing and changing. Yes, Franky McGrath, but mutilated and broken just as he’d looked after he was beaten to death. He was here now, in this place.


Coogan was seeing him not through eyes as such, but some other sense that was vivid, yet oddly dreamlike… McGrath looked distorted, obscene, a fourth-dimensional alien interpretation. Purely subjective: a pale white blubbery thing, churning with liquids and fats and filled with gases. A repellent and perfectly monstrous thing.


Though Coogan—or his host—was repulsed, there were necessary things to be done and the delicate triple-pronged crab pincers were doing them with incredible dexterity…rods of light slitting open the cranium, the membrane bisected, the pulsing clot of convoluted tissue that still lived, the severing of millions of nerves.


Then the brain, divorced from its skull, living…still living.


Placed in a canister. One of the canisters he had dreamed about.


Taken from McGrath.


To be put somewhere else.


Coogan drew away from it all. With a hollow and distant scream, he moved away from the things that were dissecting McGrath. He fled through the anti-world, gaining momentum, terror breaking loose inside him, and then velocity, space and time crumbling around him, unraveling and fragmenting.


And somewhere, from distant black gulfs, a buzzing voice: “You have breached, Coogan. Prepare to breech again…”
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Buster Cray could not sleep.


He had been named by Eddie Sloat. It was his turn.


All day long he’d felt it coming for him, creeping in closer, and now he feared it was standing just behind him.


Holding his mother’s crucifix to his chest, he said, “Please Mary, please Jesus, now and at the hour of my death…”


Enveloped in a sour, yellow stink of fear, he was trembling, beads of sweat the size of chickpeas popping on his brow. As he shook his head slowly from side to side, his eyes did not blink. His face was drawn so tight it looked like the skull beneath was trying to get out.


Behind him, there was a hissing noise.


Something was happening, something was taking shape around him. It was like the atmosphere of his cell was being gutted.


Buster just stood there, eyes wet and wide. They’re coming. Just like in my dreams, they’re coming through the light.


In the corner, right at the very spot where the walls met and the angles died, a seam of blackness appeared. It sheared open like a crack, widening, and a pale blue light came shining through, spreading out and making the entire room glow with luminous pulsations of matter.


Not just light, but a lambent phosphorescence that was palpable…he could feel the energized particles that made it up crawling over his skin like a million spidery legs.


And he was trapped. Trapped in a steel cage.


He turned this way and that, eyes huge and glassy and staring, ropes of drool flying from his mouth. And then he screamed. A sharp, cutting, absolutely agonized sound that echoed through the cellblock like an air raid siren. He threw himself against the bars of his cell and beat his face against them until his black skin opened with blossoms of blood the color of dewy red, red roses.


“GET ME OUT! GET ME OUT OF HERE!” he cried between clenched teeth as tears rolled and spittle flew and his fists shook on the bars. “GET ME THE FUCK OUT OF HERE—”


And then he saw the figures in the light—crooked, hunched-over shapes like grotesque hobgoblins. There were five or six of them hopping out of the misty blue field in his direction. They made a high-pitched whistling noise like mating katydids in a summer field. As Buster’s mind ran like warm sap, he saw something like gargoyle wings spreading out and wavering alien limbs reaching out towards him.


But that was all he saw before he was taken.
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Down in solitary the voices were speaking from Sloat’s cell again and, God help him, but Philly could not seem to stop from listening.


“…they all are knowing now…sensing it…feeling it…seeing it in their visions…near, very near…all those mindless little worms, oh yes, they cannot shut out the majesty of that which comes…it owns them, every one of them!” Sloat began to breathe very fast. There was a stealthy insectile scuttling as something moved across the floor followed by a flapping sound as of sheets on a line or…spreading wings. “The time is ripe and we shall make it so…I have heard voices calling from the green gulfs where the black spheres roll…”


Then that buzzing voice which Philly didn’t think a human being could imitate. It was wavering, rising and falling, like a radio signal coming from a great distance:


“…Iä Iä Cthulhu Fhtagn…as in past days so again…the tall apes no longer hold sway…exterminated by the wrath of…and He, oh sacred and favored lord, shall rise from the sunken city…and as the Black Goat rules the forest so shall the Million Malignant Minds be sated…even now they approach…the Eye of Wormwood… Iä…as in elder lost times…the ancient star-spawn will wake in their tombs beneath the frozen cold wastes…fill the skies…it will be the time of the swarming as in old…give praise to that which squats in darkness…let what waits at the center of primal chaos hear our many voices…”


Philly was scared white because as much as he told himself that Eddie Sloat was a bug case and what he was hearing was merely the raving of a diseased mind, he did not believe it. For something inside him had its back up and was bristling with terror. Philly knew that out there somewhere in the night-black cosmos there was something waiting in chaotic splendor and it was coming for the human race.


 




22



 



 




Lying awake, Coogan heard it quite distinctly:


Click, click, click.


It came again and it was closer. His flesh began to creep. The spit dried up in his mouth. He wanted to call out to Luis, but he did not dare announce his presence to what was coming up the corridor out there. Noise seemed to be canceled out in the prison, an immense dead silence had fallen. There was only the sound of some tormented con praying in the night and that clicking.


It was coming.


The only lights on were the security lights and they cast a dim, almost eerie glow over the faces of the cells. Click, click, click. Coogan could smell something like dry moldering straw. He knew it was the same stink Luis had smelled in his house when the Mi-Go visited him. Squeezing his eyes shut, beyond simple fear, he waited it out.


The smell got stronger.


An inexplicable chill breezed through the bars.


He opened his eyes but a crack and saw a grotesque, distorted shadow pass over him as something hopped past his cell. And then it was gone and the smell faded to memory. But somehow he knew it was not over, for this is what Luis had called the taint: the ability to see those from outside, to recognize them when others could not.


He could hear the sound of footsteps now.


Just the hack making his rounds. Nothing more. Coogan listened as those soft-soled shoes got closer, then paused before his cell. In the dimness he could see the guard…but he could also see someone else standing just behind him…filmy, shadowy, hunched-over like a troll in a storybook. That figure seemed to gain solidity, become more substantial…filling out, fleshing out, like it was being pumped full of helium. Some nightmare cartoon boogeyman filling with stolen, gaseous life…face bulbous and distorted like that of a flyblown corpse, black crystalline eyes sucked down into oblong holes, lips red and bloated like worms mating in a soup of bile.


And the evil, mocking grin.


It was Franky McGrath.


As Coogan laid there, paralyzed with fear, the hack was gone. McGrath came right up to the bars and his face was crawling like moist, oozing pulp. He clutched the bars and his fingers were boneless and crawling. They coiled like greasy white flatworms.


As Coogan cried out with glacial terror, McGrath became a soft, warm plastic thing that melted to a sliding jelly, dozens of sinewy slate-gray ropes bursting from the flaccid central mass of luminous yellow eyes and squirming entrails. They wound around the bars, making them groan as they were gripped with impossible strength. McGrath was squeezing his way through, several tentacles with pulsing bubblegum-pink suckers on their undersides slipped between the bars, twitching and jumping like power cables, sweeping the floor for something to grab, something to latch on—


Coogan could hear men crying out.


A hack shouting.


Luis was praying.


Footsteps coming.


“It’s coming, Coog, it’s coming for all of you,” McGrath’s eerie sibilant voice was saying. “You want me to open the door? Show you how to manipulate fourth-dimensional space? Show you what’s on the other side? I did it for Jimmy Pegs not three months ago. Poor stupid wop, he went just like the others: a little trip into the well of darkness. Sun never rises on Yuggoth, Coog. Poor Jimmy Pegs writhing on that soundless alien plain, methane rupturing his lungs, water boiling out of his eyes until they blew out of their sockets like runny eggs…but by then the lack of atmospheric pressure…ha! He blew up like a fucking balloon. It only took two minutes, tops. But they were a fucking long, ugly two minutes, Coog.


“And Sean Bolland? I didn’t fuck around at all. I sent that prick right into the Oort Cloud so he could meet the Million Malignant Minds. They took him apart at the subatomic level, scattered his matter like rice, but not before he looked upon them and had every last warm drop of terror leeched from him, his brain pulped and juiced and squeezed dry as a peach pit…


“Prepare yourself, Coog…it’s coming now…the time of the breaching…”


The tentacles retreated and McGrath dissolved into a running flux of black jelly that retreated into the shadows.


“What the fuck is going on here?” a hack said, scanning the cells with his flashlight. “Which one of you pissing shit heads screamed?”


But no one was saying.
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As the prison slept, Luis Cardone had a dream that he was not sure was a dream at all. Again, he was seeing the great Oort Cloud at the very edge of the Solar System: a misty sphere that spread in all directions and on to infinity, it seemed. Subjectively, he saw it as a black hole that had swallowed the blazing, irradiated mass of a neutron star but hadn’t been able to entirely digest it, only hold it burning in its throat like flickering witch-light. Objectively, he knew the Cloud was a slowly rotating chaotic maelstrom of planetary fragments, ice, interstellar gases, and radioactive dust storms, a cold-hot furnace of comets flaring occasionally with jets of super-hot plasma and radiant bursts of ionizing matter. All of it being slowly compressed in a web of conflicting, pulsating magnetic fields that were squeezing it like a subatomic fist. The nearer he got to it, caught in the corkscrewing pull of its gravitational field, the more it threw out blue-white geysers of agitated atoms and hot gas like tentacles trying to snare him. He looked into the Cloud, seeing deeper into its anatomy than ever before, right into the cometary nucleus itself, the shifting luminosity peeling away to reveal a core beyond that was spiraling and unbelievably black, an ultra-cold freezer of absolute zero that was not dead, but alive with something obscene, unnamable, and unbelievably malignant.


Something that was watching him, a cosmic eye of absolute malevolence.


And hate.


Then he was pulled away from it, it seemed, funneled into a cycling vortex of white matter with blinding velocity that he knew was near the speed of light if not beyond it. Then he was free, falling, falling like a stone through space, spinning until he thought his guts would spray out of his mouth…and then he opened his eyes.


Coogan was pressing him down into the bunk with one hand and Luis thrashed, his head whipping from side to side. He thought for one crazy, surreal nightmare moment that it wasn’t his cellmate but an immense crystallized spider lowering down upon him.


“Take it easy,” Coogan told him. “Jesus Christ, you’re screaming in your sleep.”


Luis relaxed, breathing rapidly in a lake of sweat. He could not stop shaking.


There was a sudden flare of light as Coogan lit a cigarette, his face crawling with shadows. “Hell was it about?”


Luis caught his breath, held it, licked his lips. “The Oort Cloud,” he said. “It’s here…I think it’s here…”
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Up on the gun tower as the skin on his lower belly moved with a slow shivering crawl, Captain Genzel stared up at the blackness hanging above FCI Grissenberg. It was an immense abyssal darkness beyond anything he had ever seen before. The sort of ebon, pathless darkness that he imagined must exist beyond the rim of the known universe.


It was a clear night, but there were no stars in the sky.


In fact, there was no sky. The blackness was the sky.


Mason, an old hand at the prison, came up to him.
“What do you make of it, Cap?”


“I…I don’t know. Never seen anything like it before. Some kind of weird storm front?”


Mason shrugged. “Radio says clear and calm for the next three days. That ain’t no storm.”


“Then what the hell is it?”


“I don’t know, Cap,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper. “But it’s been growing in the sky for weeks. And you know what? I was in town last night and you can’t see it from there. The only place you can see it is here.”


Getzel kept staring up at it, something inside him drying up.
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About the time Coogan managed to close his eyes and approach something like sleep, there was a huge hollow booming that shook the entire prison and made it feel like something had grabbed it and moved it ten feet.


Coogan was thrown from his bunk as was Luis and hundreds of other cons.


Up and down the cell blocks men were crying out and things shattered as they hit the floor. There was a weird, sharp stink like ozone and another that smelled like fused-out wiring.


And then silence.


A heavy, brooding, deathly silence that lasted for maybe ten seconds and the only sound was an unearthly low howling that sounded something like a distant fog horn echoing through subterranean pipes. It rose and fell in cycles, but never faded away entirely.


Every light in the prison went out.


The back-up generators did not kick in.


And every man lying dazed on the floor or pulling himself to his feet, head spinning with dizziness, all had the same sensation: that the very air, the atmosphere of the prison, had been turned inside out as if time and space and the laws of physics had been dislocated and rendered meaningless.


Then men started screaming.


They beat things against the bars of their cells.


There was shouting and anguished cries.


And on C-Block, a single voice rose up above it all with a shrieking hysteria: “Help me! Jesus Christ somebody help me! Get me out of here!” the voice cried. “There’s something in here! It got Joey K! It’s coming out of the fucking walls—”


It was at this climactic moment that every cell door in the prison slid open, releasing convicts into the darkness and what waited in it.
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Solitary.


Trapped in the darkness, Philly saw a pulsating blue phosphorescence lick around the edges of the steel door to Sloat’s cell. It spilled beneath it, spreading in a glowing pool like moonlight.


Then the door blew open and something threw a shadow against the wall like branches moving in the wind. He turned and there was nothing. Crawling away from the blue light on his hands and knees, he heard a sound like a dry rustling just behind him…a clicking noise like chitinous digits rubbing together. He waited there, shivering, heart pounding. He started crawling again, seized by a frantic fear that would not release him.


The noises did not stop.


They were actively seeking him out.


And he knew with a childlike terror that whatever was behind him wanted him to see. It was daring him to look upon it.


There was a sudden strong stink like blood and meat and something worse…like dry, rotting hay. A cold shadow fell over him and he buried his face in his hands and began to sob as he had as a little boy when the branch of an ancient oak would scratch at his window in the night.


He looked, knowing he had to.


What he saw in the blue light was not as big as a man, maybe five feet tall…it looked kind of like a hunched-over crustacean, plated in orange-pink segments that were separated by raised ridges. It had two sets of jointed limbs that ended in something like crab pincers…except they were triple pronged like two fingers and an opposable thumb.


It motioned to him with them.


Philly screamed.


The creature was unmoved. It stood there on another set of limbs that were thicker, balancing itself on the tips of the pincers. It had wings…several sets of them that it folded up with a leathery, squeaking kind of sound. It had a tail, too, that seemed to be just an extension of the body. It tapered to a point with sharp spines coming out of the bony ridges.


A wavering, high buzzing voice said: “You have been saved, little one. Come unto me…”


Philly just sat there, shaking his head from side to side.


He did not realize he had pissed his pants.


Or that his bowels had let go.


Or that he was mumbling and drooling.


He was only aware of the horror standing before him.


It had names, many of them, and they appeared in Philly’s head: Outer One, the Fungi from Yuggoth, the Mi-Go.
None of this made sense to him, but his reeling brain was glad to have something to call it for the human mind requires compartmentalization of all things.


The Mi-Go.


It had a head that was shaped like a bony octagon covered in thin, shiny flesh. It had no eyes, no mouth…just deep oblong chambers set into its face. There was nothing but darkness in them like the hollows of a skull. There were antennae coming from the head…except they were jointed like the legs of a spider. They were flashing different colors and tapping together.


That was the clicking he had heard.


Though it had no eyes, he knew the Mi-Go was looking at him. He had the feeling it was gloating. He knew very little by that point, but he knew it was gloating.


In a tormented, boyish voice, Philly said, “Oh please…oh please…no…don’t touch me…don’t you touch me…”


“No pain, little one,” the buzzing voice said. “Only deliverance…”


They were all around him by that point, six or seven of the Fungi from Yuggoth. He was down on his knees before them sobbing with a warm madness in his head. And when they reached out and touched him, his mind broke like a blood blister and ran like sap.
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Warden Sheens had been working late when the prison shook. He, too, went on his ass and by the time the dizziness retreated from his head, everything was dark.


The phone was dead.


His laptop was dead.


His cellphone was dead.


“What the hell is going on?” he cried out. “Where are the fucking lights?”


And that’s when he knew he was not alone in the room. A pale and flickering blue light seemed to spill from the walls and Eddie Sloat was standing there, striding towards him like death.


He was a somnambulant shade with a face of corpse-slime and a body of rustling, hungry shadows. He reached towards the warden with fingers like white candlesticks and out of his mouth came two looping black tentacles that were perfectly smooth, perfectly oily, and perfectly deadly.


By the time Sheens thought of screaming, the tentacles were already sliding down his throat and screaming was no longer possible.
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Chaos, utter chaos.


As the guards pulled themselves up from the floors, many slit open and bleeding from flying glass, the prisoners—now free—went on a rampage, yelling and shouting and screaming. They beat down hacks, cut them, piped them, dismembering them in a manic blood-ritual. They took the prison in minutes, flooding out into the yard and into the administration building as shooters in the gun towers tried to cut them down using sniper rifles equipped with night-vision devices. But there were simply too many.


Within twenty minutes, all the hacks but a few were dead.


The prison was shattered, every corridor packed with bodies and blood, flames engulfing the PI and chapel buildings.


And when there were no more hacks, the prisoners went after each other in slavering packs using shanks and pipes and shards of glass, table legs and purloined guns.


The Mi-Go waited on the high walls like grotesque gargoyles, visible finally, horribly amused by the herds below which ran and raided like swarming white ants on a hillside, killing their own in a great cleansing, a purification, a purge of raw, savage primate aggression. Stretching their ribbed wings and signaling each other with the chromatic language of their jointed antennae, it was exactly as they had foreseen it.


Prophecy fulfilled.


And it was about that time that the black gulf in the sky sheared open with a spinning vortex of gravitational, magnetic, and pulsating kinetic energy.


Nemesis had arrived.
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The prison was trembling, vibrating with something like seismic waves that Coogan could feel right through the soles of his feet. As the cons raged and the night became a wild shadow-show of bodies rushing down the corridors and catwalks, voices yelling and screaming, he held onto the bars of his cell with Luis at his side. Buildings were burning outside and a flickering orange half-light bathed the cellblock.


“It’s here, Coog!” Luis said above the din. “We got to find Sloat! We have to kill that motherfucker! That’s the only way this might stop!”


Coogan watched as groups of cons poured down the corridor, crazed, hungry for blood and retribution, gangs going at each other with homemade knives and pipes. More than one man screamed out there as he was thrown over the railing or crushed beneath the mob.


Madness, absolute madness.


Now and again, Coogan thought he saw shapes moving with the crowds…vague, shadowy, indistinct…ghosts that were hopping like locusts.


The whole goddamn prison had breeched now.


He did not know where they were, but it certainly was not on Earth. Not anymore. He doubted that very many of them out there knew that yet, but they were feeling it, that everything they had ever known had been sucked into some black transgalactic corridor.


Luis slid something into his palm: a four-inch steel blade with a handle covered in black electrical tape.


“We got to find him!” Luis said.


Coogan nodded. “If we got to cut our way through everyone of them! Let’s go!”


They parted, threading out into the mulling violence of the crowds searching for the maker of shadows.
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Chi Chi was caught up in the madness like everyone else, carried along by the stream of enraged cons, made part of the psychotic, wrathful beast they had become, hitting and being hit, knocked down, trampled, beaten, then clawing to his feet again so he could kill and kill again. Reason was gone and he did not remember what it was, he only knew that he had to survive and that his enemies were to the left and right and all around, drooling subhuman things that wanted to kill him.


He wiped blood from his eyes, searching for a weapon and in the back of his mind a shrilling sing-song voice was saying: Gather now, gather now, you must gather now.


He had to go out into the yard; the compulsion was irresistible.


But the rioting mutations around him would not let him. He ducked away from clutching feelers and jointed limbs and slime-covered hands that dripped like hot wax. He crawled on his belly through pooling blood and over ravaged corpses.


He saw cons moving in apish clusters, swinging their arms, most barely walking erect. He could hear them grunting, smell the monkey-piss stink of regression on them.


One of their number came in his direction and Chi Chi pulled a baseball bat from the cold fingers of a dead prisoner. The ape cantered towards him, wanting badly to run on all fours. When it got close, snarling with territorial imperative and showing its teeth, Chi Chi hit it in the face with the bat. And when it still moved, Chi Chi jumped up and down on the beast, breaking bones and then, swinging the bat over his head, drove it into his victim until the end was stained with blood and clotted with tissue and hair.


The other apes scattered.


From every direction there were cries and screams from dying and mutilated men, other sounds like braying and howling and strangled bestial noises that could not be from men at all.


And that voice of absolute domination: Gather now, gather now, you must gather now—


Three convicts moved up the metal stairs to his left. They crawled on all fours. Their faces were the faces of rats. They dragged serpentine tails behind them.


Chi Chi ducked away from them.


Then he was running again, stumbling down corridors that bled into one another, blurring, unable to hold their shape. Cells were dissolving, iron bars flowing like hot tallow, walls bubbling. The ceiling ran like a river of blood. The mobs of prisoners were reshaping and re-imagining themselves with each step they took. Some became worms that crawled through the concrete walls.


The world moved, shifted, angles intersecting and splitting open. Like melting film, great holes began to burn through the walls revealing an endless blackness beyond. From these dimensional sink holes, things were watching with eyes of purple crystal, calling out in voices of shattered glass.


Other things were swimming through the holes.


Chi Chi saw pulpy clouds of yellow tissue that were pursued by schools of polychromatic bubbles swimming around each other and through each other as if they were made of mist. They were followed closely by great luminous concentric rings of crystal teeth…like living shark jaws.


They moved right through solid walls and floors like they were made of smoke.


Chi Chi felt his mind begin to fold in upon itself.


He saw cons who had the enormous multi-lensed compound eyes of flies. Others that scuttled about on too many legs or suckered themselves to the walls. Everywhere: hopping, jumping, slithering and squealing as gangs met gangs and blood wars broke out.


He was knocked down, kicked mercilessly by a group whose heads had been replaced by squirming protoplasmic pseudopodia that were writhing, in constant motion. Another crowd of convicts that had degenerated into bloated toads give chase to them.


Chi Chi got to his feet, clubbing down two men who were nursing growths of transparent tentacles at their bellies and was knocked aside by a grotesque dragging thing with flat yellow eyes and gill slits at its neck.


Then a toad-thing.


It hopped in his direction. It reached out for his face with fingers that were puffy, fleshy pads. A black shiny tongue licked blubbery lips. Chi Chi screamed and swung the bat, smashing the thing’s left orbit, the eye squeezing out in a tangle of tissue like a pip from an orange. The creature went down making a horrible pained croaking and Chi Chi went mad with it, swinging the bat and breaking limbs, puncturing organs beneath the heaving pebbly skin. With a final shout of rage he split the thing’s head open and that was not enough. He sank blood-sticky fingers into the cleft at its skull and pulled until the head came open and he could get at the glistening frog-spawn it had for a brain.


Splashed with gore, he hopped away from the toad on all fours.


All around him were repulsive subhuman things. He was the only man left and he must stay alive. He must because…because—


Gather now, gather now.


You must gather now.


But he knew he wouldn’t make it for a mixed gang of creepers and crawlers hemmed him in. They moved stealthily forward with knives and clubs and slats of wood sharpened to spears.


“There he is,” one of them said. “Do you see him? That’s the monster…”


But they were wrong: they were the monsters, not him.


As they closed in, their faces were distorted and grotesque as if crushed by intense pressure or melting into threading strands of red-and-white pulp.


When the first spear sank into him and a slashing knife blinded him, Chi Chi cried out in a screeching, defeated voice, but it was not out of pain but out of the remorse that he would not make it to the yard to gather and look upon what was waiting out there.


As he died he cried out, “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn…”


And reached out towards the sky with yellow-suckered fingers.
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Luis wiped blood from his face, stepping away from the con at his feet that was bleeding out. He watched as the mess hall was enveloped in a fluidic warm green sea that felt like gelatin as it flowed past him, shivering, shuddering with torpid currents. He saw creatures, great and small, that were something like insects, living black and red exoskeletons that swam and flew and often dissolved into agitated streams of bulbous worms that frantically tried to escape gigantic drifting clusters of pink, pulsing eyes that themselves were fleeing vast pulsating bladders with thousands of wavering arms that were composed of a corpse-white jelly.


He did not dare move, afraid they would see him.


They circled around him, passed through him.


He looked down and the floor seemed to be gone.


There were things like craggy, branching tree limbs growing up from a titanic black abyss far below. They bore no buds or leaves, just an immense latticed forest of twigs that wiggled like fingers, reaching out for him.


Screaming, he fell back into the corridor.
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Coogan was knocked aside by the hysterical crowds. He was hot and feverish, slicked not with sweat but what almost seemed like a fine layer of mucus slime like afterbirth. His hand felt alien as he brushed his face with it.


Dear God.


There was a fine membranous webbing between the fingers.


He was physically changing, mutating, becoming less human like the others. A monster. He was becoming a monster. The breeching was changing them all.


Sloat. Get that sonofabitch.


Yes.


He moved with a loping gait up the corridor.


An old woman walked through the wall before him. Her face was like threadbare wicker, eaten through with innumerable holes which spilled an inky blackness. She held a plump brown rat in her arms with a human face that grinned malevolently. With her stood three or four tall creatures whose bodies were like tapering barrels. They had great membranous wings and wriggling starfish heads, the arms of which terminated in brilliant red eyes.


Coogan could feel them trying to invade his mind, wanting to draw him into the angles which were fragmenting the prison.


He pulled himself along the wall, a brown fluid sweating from his pores that stank like rotting fish. He came to a barred window and looked out into the world.


Beyond the wall, everything was gone. There was just that greenish mist moving in plumes and eddies.


Rising from it he could see a honeycombed city of red-mottled towers and pipes that looked much like the narrow elongated chimneys of hydrothermal smoker vents. There were things living in the city, things that swam, propelling themselves about with fanning wings. The red-eyed things that had been with the old woman.


Above, Nemesis was opening in the sky.


His hand. It was swollen, the fingers broad and flattened, that fine webbing between them. The entire thing looked to be made of some white blubbery gelatinous material like pork chop fat. He could plainly see the elaborate system of blue and green veins just beneath the skin that threaded through the hand and forked into the fingers like climbing ivy. It was taking his whole arm.


Then he saw Sloat. He was leading a group of cons down the stairs and they were following him like squealing rats.


Coogan caught up with him just as he made to step out into the yard.


Sloat turned. Too late.


Coogan came at him with a demented instinctual rage. When Sloat turned, Coogan slapped his misshapen fleshy white hand over his mouth and slammed the shank into his chest, burying it right to the hilt. Sloat made a whimpering sound in his throat and Coogan ran his gears—pulling the blade up and over, then down and over like shifting gears in a car. Sloat fell backwards, arms pinwheeling, a shrill ear-splitting bray breaking from his lips in a mist of red. He tried to cry out, but throat was filled with blood and all that came out was a stream of scarlet vomit that splashed down his chin as blood fountained from his gashed-open chest and belly.


Coogan stared down at him, his mutant arm throbbing, swollen nodules on his belly tingling.


Sloat looked up at him, his face spattered with blood. For one moment he looked almost grateful…then it was gone, his face pulling into a sardonic mocking grin, the eyes blazing with deranged amusement.


And that’s when it happened.


At the very point Sloat should have pitched over and died, what had been living in him, feeding off him like an engorged leech, decided to show itself. Sloat arched backward, his entire body shuddering rapidly with convulsions, a black sap bubbling from his eyes and leaving inky trails like mascara tears down his slack, clown-white face. Milky bile boiled from his mouth and flaring red nodules rose on his cheeks, forehead, and chin…each erupting with a wire-thin transparent tendril like a coiling hookworm. And so many that his face was soon gone beneath the crawling infestation.


Coogan fell back with a cry, gripping the bloody shank.


Sloat’s abdomen sheared open like a birth canal with a spray of clear jelly…and some writhing, disjointed thing like an undulant amoebic slug veined hideously purple and blue pushed up out of the anatomical waste. It was greasy and jellied, yellow eyes like clustered eggs irising open, a dozen oily crimson whip-like appendages like the snaring tentacles of a lion’s mane jellyfish emerging and slithering around for something to grasp.


Coogan batted a few away, slashed another open with the shank and it spilled a yellow-green blood to the floor. Another tore out a handful of his hair and yet another, almost lovingly, brushed over his bare arm and it was smooth, almost silky to the touch.


Then from somewhere outside there came a strident, eerie whistling that was soon answered by what seemed a hundred other such whistles that rose up into a shrill, deafening chorus that reached a singled blaring, cutting, ear-splitting note that brought every man in the prison to their knees.


Coogan, all the blood drained from his face, pressed hands to the sides of his head so his skull wouldn’t blow apart from sheer internal pressure.


From somewhere, a hot wind of pestilence began to blow with cyclonic intensity.


Nemesis was taking its offering.
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Luis Cardone barely paid attention to the rioting prisoners or the smell of smoke or the bodies tumbled and heaped about the prison.


Something else was calling to him.


A song of sirens. It was a summoning and it was irresistible. He stumbled along the corridor getting knocked this way and that by a mad flight of prisoners whose eyes were huge and glassy and utterly insane. He could hear something like the manic squealing of a thousand scalded infants and knew it was the men in the yard dying…dying of fright.


He stepped out into the night and looked up into the sky.


The Million Malignant Minds.


Nemesis.


A living primal darkness, an elemental magnetic ghost, a disembodied multidimensional wraith composed of a million malevolent eyes, an irradiated organic dimensional wormhole powered by a seething hot reactor core of decayed alien intelligences hungry for sustenance: human gray matter riven with terror, with fear, with devastating simian superstitious dread.


Luis saw it, gravid with horror, and it reached out to him and found him pleasing and he screamed away his mind until his brain exploded into a soup of blood from a single rupturing fear-induced embolism that went off in his skull like a cluster bomb.
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As the prison was overwhelmed by the Mi-Go, Coogan was enveloped by searching tentacles, dragged screaming into the rising fetal mass of the Sloat-thing. It showed him the face of Franky McGrath and the faces of a hundred others, but he was not afraid. He attacked, the shank still in his hand and still razor-sharp. He plunged it into the quivering embryonic biology of the creature as acidic green blood sprayed into his face. Powered by rage and revulsion, he cut and slashed and laid the thing open with pure unreasoning animal hatred.


The Sloat-thing was an abomination.


Mist and slime and bleeding bones, a white and pustulant unborn spider and a fetal worm and something made of stalks and pulsing bladders washed up on a summer beach in a tangle of deep-sea weed. Stinking and rotting and dissolving. A ghost of teleplasm and undulating entrails and quilts of muscle, all fighting for dominance.


It was these things that Coogan killed.


Sloat’s face was hot and colorless tallow, running and pooling, trying to sculpt itself to the stolen bone beneath. But his eyes, they were brilliant and alive and deadly, yellow and smoking. “And the Old Ones will inherit the carcass of the world,” he said in a voice of mush, his breath like sewage.


And then Sloat fell apart—a living stew of writhing tentacles and palpitating flesh and oozing jelly and green venom—and Coogan collapsed into him, breathing his last breaths as the ruptured organs within him quivered and the creature’s toxic poison turned his blood to cold coagulating sauce. He lay in its remains, the squamous skin of his back prickling, the white gelatinous flesh of his hand pulsating ceaselessly, his belly opening with a watery drainage of black ichor to reveal three budding unformed limbs.


—Coogan closed his eyes—


—He felt a blackness thunder through his head—


—He was sucked from his skull—
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—But he was not dead—


—Agony—


—Searing pain—


He felt suction, an intense magnetic pull, a blast of heat and cold as he was pulled up to the thing that hovered above Grissenberg, vacuumed into a funneling gravity sink, bathed in tongues of super-hot plasma and drowned in pools of liquid methane.


The terror of what he was going to see stripped his mind to a basal, superstitious level.


He saw images of alien cities rising in witch-cones atop ancient mountains. He saw the black basalt colonies of Mi-Go on hilltops. He saw these cities fragmenting by time, abandoned, collapsing, swallowed by ancient cataclysm only to rise again, inhabited by minds undead and unbodied.


And a voice he had heard in a dream was carried to him by a primal, screeching wind: “You will be saved.”


The images were gone.


The pulsating black core of the Oort Cloud itself was dragging him in as it sheared open and he saw a million red-litten crystal eyes staring at him, turning his mind to cold mud, those countless deranged monolithic minds spearing into his own like icy blades, laying him raw, his memories and instincts and simple animal drives divorced and dissected as something in him screamed at the violation.


Then he was rejected, spit into the cosmos.


Velocity.


Time.


Space.


He was in a foggy-dark dream, a haze, locked in some twitching peristalsis of abject terror, somehow disassociated…a drifting nothingness, a schism that was swallowing itself. Then sight. Something like sight. He stared into faces that were not faces but multi-chambered husks like alien skulls. The Mi-Go. Yes, he knew they were the Mi-Go and he was in one of their buildings on Nithon. Dozens of them were gathered around him, circling him like meat flies about a carcass. He felt their pincers crawling over him like maggots, digging into him, tunneling, slicing and bisecting and changing. He saw his entrails snake free of his belly in a bubbling stasis of blood, he saw them handling his organs and fondling his gut, passing these things from one to the other like children playing a game.


He screamed and it echoed away into dark gulfs.


The Mi-Go were in his head, penetrating his skull and severing his sensory network: careful, meticulous, expert. His brain was an egg, a glossy-gray ova, a sticky, slimy, yolky mass that came free, disembodied, falling into the dark mouth of a pit, plunging into infinite black amniotic waters that were the blood of the cosmos. A cylinder. There he waited with hundreds of others all safely secreted in their individual canisters, waiting to be born again, to commune with some distant other. And Coogan could see his other, his host that he would soon commune with: a wriggling, faceless sack crawling through the guttering shadows of a sterile world. He had been saved from Nemesis, saved to be made whole and made one with a creeping alien pestilence. And it was this knowledge, more than anything else, that caused the entity known as Johnny Coogan to cease to exist.
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1. Baghdad



 



 




Jordan’s first thought was that his drowning had to be a dream. When he realized he was drenched in seawater and shivering from near zero temperatures, he thought otherwise.


He could smell salt. His eyes stung. A man splashed and flailed in the rough water next to him, perhaps a ghost, and shook from the cold. He wore black fatigues, typical for a covert operation. He kept saying in an Australian accent through chattering teeth: “I’ve told you before, Jordan.”


“Told me what?”


“We’re inside a naked singularity. Anything is possible.”


Like a reflection lost in a rippling pool, the man simply vanished, and Jordan found himself standing alone, barely supported on shaking legs, and saturated. His eyes had never closed.


There was seaweed on the floor of his Baghdad apartment. His feet sloshed within an expanding puddle on the concrete floor. It was one hundred and ten in the midday Middle Eastern heat, yet he was freezing.


Anxious to act, Jordan stripped, showered, toweled off and dressed in a fresh set of clothes. By then he was hot again.


Despite forcing himself to perform simple, normal routines, the vision still disturbed him. The seaweed remained on the floor where he had left it, which gave him a shudder. At least the water was evaporating even if the lingering smell was of brine.


Strangely this was not the most bizarre experience in Jordan’s most peculiar profession; he’d had plenty of weirder phenomena interfere in his life and as many more that had almost killed him. Years ago he once met himself in a rough bar in Douala, Cameroon. Jordan had spotted his twin easily, being the only other white face in the African dive, but before either could start a conversation his other self had simply vanished. Jordan had forgotten about that, dismissing it as a brief moment of psychosis, but now that experience hit him hard with a profound sense of déjà vu. That other Jordan had been saturated too.


He shook his head to clear his thoughts. At least he had come to no physical harm, today or that time in Cameroon, many years ago.


He stared again into the cracked mirror of his sparse bathroom. He wasn’t shaking. His pupils weren’t dilating. He was in control again, and this was good.


The dye in his hair and the artificial tan of his skin were at least unaffected. He might have been born a typical white boy in Midwest America, but the face staring back looked Middle Eastern to the point he barely recognized himself, which was the intention. Then again he almost never did recognize himself. There was nothing distinguishing about Jordan, he was the perfect mimic. For a moment he tried to remember the real him, but couldn’t.


He did know why he was in Iraq. The last three months he had lived and breathed the cover of an Iraqi businessman, otherwise it would not have been possible to survive in a sector of the ruined city overrun with Shiite militias. He could hear the distant spray of gunfire even now, and the cries of a woman in a neighboring apartment abusing someone in Arabic.


Peering through his window, he saw dogs on the street lapping at a pool of blood. He dismissed the sight with a shrug. That scene at least was normal.


Checking his watch with its inbuilt GPS tracker, it was time to move. Opening the failed air-conditioning grill in the wall of his apartment, he selected key items from his concealed field kit. After he strapped on his flak vest, holstered his H&K SOCOM .45 and checked that the commando knives sheathed on his right leg and left arm were secure, he walked three blocks avoiding eye contact with everyone he passed. Day time streets were busy with men wearing traditional long white loose galabiyyas, smoking hookhah pipes or sitting cross-legged in coffee shops. Not many looked at him, not even the twenty militia soldiers peering through the alcove of a mosque shelled during the 2003 invasion. Jordan could have stayed in, but it was not worth the risk of meeting his contacts in his apartment. No one knew where he lived, not even his CIA handlers, and Jordan was determined his situation would remain unchanged.


Jordan did allow himself
one small luxury: a simple smile. Today he could put the weirdness that plagued most of his life behind him, and focus on his profession, a covert operative whose specialty was in eliminating enemy targets.


At eleven hundred sharp as arranged, Jordan reached the main road at the end of his block. A black, armor-plated Mercedes SUV covered in dust pulled up in front of him. As the vehicle slowed, its door opened and Jordan climbed in. The driver didn’t wait for him to be fully seated before accelerating again into the traffic.


While Baghdad might be in the midst of civil war, its six and a half million citizens still needed to get to work every day, clogging the streets with diesel guzzling automobiles in a city where infrastructure was at best a work in progress.


Two Caucasian men sat in the front. Another sat opposite Jordan in the back and he had a silenced Berretta pointed at Jordan’s head. All three wore expensive sunglasses, western business shirts and slacks. Other than their flak vests they stood out like the American corporate middle-management that they were.


“You Michael Talcott?” demanded the man with the weapon. “You look like a towel head.” There was a quiver in his voice which Jordan recognized as nerves. The man held the weapon like an amateur.


Jordan shrugged. “Today I am.” If he wanted to he could subdue the man in seconds and switch the Berretta to his command. He might have to soon enough.


“What’s with the cocky attitude?” said the driver spinning the wheel fast as he overtook several barely functional cars while simultaneously honking the horn at young boys trying to dart between the busy traffic.


Jordan wasn’t in the mood for chest beating, so he said quickly, “I take it you’re Reddy, right? The man waving the piece around who’s about to wet himself must be Lawrence. That leaves Shaw sitting in front of me.” When the three men looked questioningly at each other, Jordan knew that he’d read them correctly. The files provided to him were light on detail, but enough to tell each man apart.


While they deliberated, Jordan snatched Lawrence’s pistol with one hand as he punched the man in the gut with the other. Lawrence doubled over gasping for air. Jordan then stripped the pistol into its component pieces, allowing them to fall to the floor.


A startled Reddy glanced back to see what Jordan was doing. Shaw did his best to strangle a yelp of fear concerning oncoming traffic, yet sounded desperate enough to draw Reddy’s focus where it should be. In a panic Reddy swerved hard, narrowly missing a truck decorated with bullet holes that transported mangy goats. The driver of the truck swore at Reddy, but whatever he said was lost behind the four wheel drive’s sound proofed glass.


“What the fuck are you doing, Talcott?” snapped Shaw when he had control of his composure and the vehicle again.


Jordan kept his expression as cold as his feelings for these men. “Are we going to talk like civilized people now?”


The two men in the front exchanged glances. Lawrence, who was still struggling to breathe without wheezing, hadn’t moved from his doubled-over position.


“This is Baghdad, Talcott,” said a bitter Reddy. “We had to check. You could have been anyone. And that disguise…”


Jordan nodded, agreeing. So they had some sense about them after all. People were shot, run over, incinerated or blown up by improvised explosive devices everyday in this excuse for a city. “Well I’m who I say I am. You guys seem to know your way around the city. What do you need me for?”


“Someone we know in the CIA said you were good at providing protection.”


Jordan allowed himself to relax slightly. The chest-beating dispensed with, they were finally getting down to business. “This is a babysitting job?”


Reddy nodded. “But not for us, we can handle ourselves in this shit hole. We’re about to take delivery of a package.”


“A package?”


“Yes, and it’s your job to make sure we get it to Baghdad International Airport in one piece.”


Jordan nodded. Reddy and his two underlings were expecting trouble, a foe who wanted this package at any cost. If this mission were simple and safe, he would never have been called.


With Shaw and Reddy focused on the road ahead, Jordan reached into Lawrence’s pockets and slipped the man’s wallet into his palm. Lawrence was still gasping and didn’t notice. Jordan found US dollars, credit cards, travel vaccination certificates and a company ID for Rick Lawrence, who worked for Centaurus Pharmaceuticals.


Jordan pocketed the ID figuring it might come in handy later. He then put everything else again into the wallet and slipped it back into the man’s pants.


A bus sped past. Someone threw a rock at their window, which despite clanging loudly, didn’t leave a scratch.


Jordan looked to the front of the SUV. There was a CB radio and a satellite navigation system as he expected. That was good; he might need them later.


“I take it this is a black op?”


“Black, what?” Shaw spoke for the first time with a strong Texan accent.


“The package, it has to be deniable right, otherwise you’d have a Marine escort?”


Both Shaw and Reddy nodded.


“I guess, Talcott, you wouldn’t get to meet many honest people in your line of work,” Shaw laughed.


No one joined him.


Lawrence, who was the youngest of the three men finally managed to sit upright. His eyes were watering and he was still in pain. Spit dribbled from his mouth. The man groaned before he said, “Why did you punch me?”


“You were holding a gun at me.” Jordan said in a matter of fact way. For him, this kind of job felt normal. He liked normal. He didn’t like shifting through dimensions and being saturated and cold for no reason that he could explain. Guns in his face were simple issues in comparison. “I want to live a long time, and you weren’t helping.”


Lawrence sneered. Before he could say more their vehicle was waved down at a Provincial Police checkpoint overseen by US Marines. Reddy had their papers ready. He asked for Jordan’s passport, so Jordan handed over the one that identified him as Michael Talcott.


After a few minutes of delay, the Provincial Police waved them through, but not before they received the nod from the overseeing Marine officer. They were expected.


Once on the other side of the checkpoint the infrastructure transformed. Jordan knew he lived in a decaying utilities-poor sector of Baghdad, but it was luxury to what they saw next. After a few minutes of furious driving through potholed streets and past the decaying corpses of donkeys, the buildings began to resemble piles of rubble rather than engineered structures. Children with missing limbs threw stones and Molotov cocktails. Fires burnt in rusted gas drums. Old men wilted under crumbling balconies and watched without comment or expression as the expensive German automobile powered past.


“Do you know where we are?” Jordan asked.


“Yep,” said Reddy, too sure of himself to give Jordan any confidence in their capabilities to handle themselves in this place.


“I hope you boys know what you’re doing. Shiite and Sunni insurgents each control a half of this sector and I’m guessing we’re driving through the middle of no man’s land.”


“So?” quipped Shaw.


“So when they’re not killing each other, they make it their purpose to kill westerners. Oh, and next time, try to drive a less suspicious car.”


Reddy sneered. “We’ll that’s what you’re here for buddy, to keep us safe, so earn your money.”


A few minutes later they arrived at a crumbling building with a fallen sign in Arabic that stated this was once an orphanage, and perhaps still was.


Jordan felt sick in his gut. Centaurus Pharmaceuticals was a drug company, and like most drug companies they liked to test newly developed products on third world subjects. But an orphanage; even for Centaurus that was going too far.


The three men checked their flak vests then strapped on riot helmets. Reddy and Shaw chambered the first rounds into their automatics. There was no denying the three men had prior military or police experience, otherwise they wouldn’t have been picked for an Iraqi assignment in a sector as dangerous as this one, but they were still amateurs when compared to Jordan’s special forces training. It was the subtleties in what they did not do that gave them away. Their scans of potential sniper points were too quick. Their assessment of escape routes, should they need them, were too flippant.


When Shaw handcuffed a bullet proof briefcase to his left arm and then gave the key to Reddy, Jordan knew in his gut that he wasn’t ever going to like any of them. Drug companies and orphanages in the heart of violent Baghdad couldn’t add up to anything pleasant.


Before they stepped out Reddy turned to Jordan. “Mr. Talcott, I’ve been told you’ve had prior experience with ESBs?”


Jordan laughed. He’d been hoping for a normal day. Still, he had to be careful with what he said next, because this was a touchy subject that if handled incorrectly would leave him looking like a fool. “You’re joking right? Extraterrestrial Sentient Beings?”


Reddy’s expression said that he wasn’t joking in the slightest.


“Yes, I have.”


“Good, because what you are about to experience would drive most people mad trying to comprehend what it is they were seeing. That’s why we were given you, because of your prior ESB experience.”


Jordan nodded that he understood. An orphanage, a drug company and now ESBs; this was getting worse by the second. Weirdness was seeping back into his life again.


The doors of their armored car were opened and the men stepped outside. They moved as pairs towards the building, while the other pair provided cover, scanning rooftops and windows.


Once inside it was a world of grays and shadows.


The first warning that everything was wrong was the smell, a noxious odor Jordan couldn’t quiet describe but left him queasy.


Beyond the foyer was a large open room. The three Centaurus middle-managers slipped on face masks and surgical gloves. Shaw offered the same protection to Jordan, and he obliged. The smell however didn’t worsen with the miniscule protection.


“Got any Vicks Vapor Rub?” Jordan asked.


“What?”


“Never mind, old coroner’s trick for the smell.”


“The insurgents don’t attack this place, Talcott,” explained a smug Shaw, “because they think the devil lives here.”


“And does he?” asked Jordan.


Shaw was silent.


Stepping into the next room Jordan’s vision was filled with rows upon rows of beds with overhanging sheets covering the patients so that no one could see any other. The floors were wet with mixtures of sticky fluids that gripped like glue to his boots. Everywhere tiny mounds of fibrous wet material grew. Three Iraqi men, one wearing a lab coat, checked in on the hidden shapes in sequence, spending a couple of minutes with each. Some of those shapes flailed, others gave the impression that they had grown into large mounds of flesh. A few languished as serpent-like grows, slid in and out of the semi-human silhouettes that had birthed them.


Jordan wanted to be sick. Only his steal nerves developed through many years of standing against horrors like this stopped him from fleeing, screaming into the heart of a Baghdad war zone. It was hard to believe he felt more unsafe here than being shot at by swarms of Al Queda terrorists.


He knew why he’d been recommended for the job. To do this kind of work, one had to accept that a scene like the one before him was normalcy. That didn’t mean he had to like it.


“Mr. Talcott,” Reddy had brought forth an Iraqi wearing the lab coat. “This is Dr. Aziz. He runs our little research operation here.”


“Research, I thought this was an orphanage?”


“That would be correct, in the days previous,” said Aziz in his clipped English. “Now you find none here are, well, human.”


Including you, Jordan thought.


A child’s voice screamed from somewhere toward the back. The five men looked up, to see blood splatter across the sheet that covered him. Then the scream fell silent.


“So once upon a time these children, were, how you say, human?” Jordan made no attempt to hide his bitterness.


The four men pretended that he had said nothing.


“That is subject 674,” Aziz’s yellow tainted eyes motioned to the blood stained sheet. “Nothing to get concerned over. He does that often.”


Jordan swallowed, wondered what he’d gotten himself into. When he had first been offered this assignment it had struck him as odd that a pharmaceutical company was doing business in Baghdad. But Centaurus weren’t here to sell; they were here to test new drugs. Where those drugs had come from, Jordan feared to guess.


Reddy unlocked the briefcase handcuffed to Shaw’s arm. Inside were several syringes marked with biohazard symbols and the Centaurus company logo. Reddy withdrew an empty syringe, held it high, ready to put to use. “What are we waiting for? Show us your most promising subjects, Dr. Aziz.”


“Ah, this one you’ll like I am sure.” He led them to a bed not far from the middle and pulled back the sheet.


When they saw what the soiled linen hid, all four men shuddered. Lawrence bent over and puked, but the smell of his bile was hardly noticeable over the already putrid odor that permeated everything. None of the staff bothered to clean it either.


Jordan stared back towards the shape he had recoiled against. Once, the ‘thing’ had been an Iraqi boy of no more than ten years. Parts of the boy, like half a face, an elbow and most of a foot, still resembled the human being he had once been. Most of the poor creature was now a massive tangled knot of oversized muscles the size of truck tires, red raw flesh pulsing with blue and crimson blood veins. Those alien muscles inflated and deflated again and again without reason or cause, so that one moment a muscle looked normal if not skinless, and the next had become large enough to smoother the rest of the body.


Jordan suddenly thought of Madison, his nineteen-year-old daughter he had not known to have existed until a few months ago. He wondered how he would have felt if it were her in the bed. Would he feel even more disgusted than he did right now? He knew he felt something, just that he couldn’t yet identify what that feeling was. He had been trained to not feel anything and had lived his life that way for so long that emotions were slow to reawaken in him, but he was sure it would come to him.


“Subject 356 has accelerated muscle growth. This is very good. Perfect genetic sample for you to make new weapons with, correct?”


Reddy nodded, grinned with half his mouth. “I think we will take some of this one’s blood, yes?”


Detached and numb, Jordan watched without comment as a further four child monstrosities were examined then sampled for their genetic abnormalities. One resembled a fleshy serpent with phenomenal regenerative properties. Another had eyes growing all over his skin, which Aziz assured, could see in the dark. The last two had developed hardened flesh that closely resembled scaly armor. All carried characteristics of young children, but they weren’t children anymore.


It hadn’t escaped Jordan’s notice the selected child-monsters had characteristics that, if properly controlled, tested and perfected, would be ideal for breeding the perfect genetically engineered soldier.


“What happened to these children?” Jordan asked when the last blood sample had been locked inside the briefcase. “How did they end up this way?”


Again the four men were conspicuously silent.


“Is this one of Saddam Hussain’s old biological weapons testing programs?”


Now the four men laughed at him.


“Hussain was never this sophisticated, Talcott,” explained Reddy.


“You mean your company made these children into test subjects?”


“They’re not children, Talcott,” Reddy sneered. “They haven’t been children for a long time.”


Jordan could see he was loosing his patience with this conversation. It had been one of Jordan’s CIA handlers who had assigned him this job and that could only mean one thing; whatever Centaurus was up to here, the US government was getting some kind of kick-back, otherwise the CIA wouldn’t be involved. He couldn’t help consider that this orphanage was somehow connected with the secret Pentagon biological weapons research and development programs that he shouldn’t have known to exist, but did.


“Well, whatever they are, how did they get that way?”


Reddy grinned. “You don’t need to know that information.”


Jordan nodded. He’d accept that answer for now. He was still attempting to understand his feelings if it was Madison who had been experimented on. He wished he’d known his daughter better, or for that matter, at all. Because she had always been unknown to him he found it difficult to understanding his confused feelings towards her, even though she was a part of him.


The four men returned to the vehicle leaving Aziz to his dirty work. Jordan check their GPS location on his watch, memorized the coordinates.


“I think I should drive,” he said.


“Why?” asked Reddy, suspicious.


“It’s been an hour since we arrived, Reddy. That means every fanatic in the area knows we are here. That means they’re going to try and take us out when we leave. I need to drive because I know the short cuts and how to deal with fanatics if they try to trap us.”


Lawrence looked worried. Shaw shrugged. After a moment of deliberation, Reddy threw the keys at Jordan. “Don’t mess this up.”


When they had driven two blocks, Jordan yelled out, “RPG, three o’clock!” and pointed toward the passenger’s window just before slamming on the brakes. While the three men were distracted, looking out the windows for nonexistent attackers, he drew his SOCOM from his shoulder holster with his right hand and used his left to hit the button that rolled down all the Mercedes’ widows at once.


Before the bullet resistant widows had completely descended, Reddy turned to Jordan and froze when he looked straight into the barrel of man’s .45. Jordan made a simple gesture he had done thousands of times before and with a flash and a bang most of Reddy’s head dissolved in a red mist. Turning quickly, Jordan then shot Shaw and Lawrence while they were still buckled into their seatbelts in the back of the SUV. Each man got one bullet in the head.


After a few seconds of observation, Jordan put another bullet into the ruins of Lawrence’s face when he didn’t stop twitching.


Thumbing the tiny button on the door, the vehicle’s windows slowly slid up while Jordan holstered his gun and grimaced in pain. Opening the widows had saved him from permanent hearing loss, but he was sure his ears would be ringing for days.


He took their Centaurus IDs, their passports and their credit cards. He found airline tickets on an American airliner to Washington DC. When he secured the keys to the briefcase and handcuffs, he unclipped it from Shaw’s limp corpse. Then he dumped the bodies in the street and drove off fast. In the rearview mirror he already saw a small group of children running towards the corpses to strip them of what little he had left them with.


After Jordan covered another two blocks he stopped again. He adjusted the two-way radio’s frequency to one that was used by the CIA’s Baghdad office.


“This is Jordan Eight Delta. Code in as alpha, foxtrot, omega, seven, seven, nine, two, zero. Shiite strong-hold identified at these coordinates—”, he gave the GPS location of the orphanage, “—numbers estimated at sixty individuals armed with assault rifles and rocket propelled grenade launchers. This is a Code Red. They look to be wiring up several vans with high explosives, ready to roll within the hour.”


He repeated the message several times until someone radioed back, told him his message had been received, and that a ‘package’ was on the way. At least that’s what he hoped the break in the radio’s static hiss had meant. He still couldn’t hear a thing.


Ten minutes later a US F-22 Raptor powered through the blistering Baghdad haze. Two seconds after the fighter jet vanished, the orphanage disintegrated in a fiery cloud. The child-monstrosities—if any of them still had anything left in them that could feel a human emotion—had been put to rest.


Jordan wanted to smile, but he couldn’t. Justice was a dish that was always served cold in the supernatural world he lived in, and harder still to swallow.


It wasn’t going to end here either. He had a peculiar feeling that the Australian he had seen in his apartment, a former army officer turned NSA consultant who went by the name of Harrison Peel, was connected to what he had just seen.


He accelerated down the dusty street. It was time to go dark again, and disappear for a while.


 




2. Maryland



 



 




Harrison Peel sat uncomfortably in a dark conference room deep inside NSA Headquarters. He’d never enjoyed being on the business end of an interrogation, even if he was supposedly here of his own free will. He looked again at the photograph that had been passed across the table for him to examine. Zoe Isles, who sat opposite Peel, had told him she was a senior CIA case officer and that she expected his full cooperation.


Her thin finger pressed itself into the grayscale image. There were no rings, which suggested she didn’t enjoy a serious relationship. This didn’t surprise Peel.


“You know this man.”


It wasn’t a question, and Peel did indeed know the man in the picture. The two had worked together on several occasions on black ops in some of the world’s worst war zones against enemies that didn’t choose any human side.


“Perhaps.”


Peel knew nothing about Zoe Isles. She’d sprung this meeting on him without warning and he’d had no time to do a background check on her, and until he did he wasn’t ready to share. More troubling perhaps was that he found her attractive, and that might cloud his judgment if feelings became involved. In her mid-thirties Ms. Isles was freckled with a perfectly symmetrical face and full lips, a shapely figure and wild strawberry red hair. She was exactly the kind of woman Peel had always found himself drawn too.


But Peel wasn’t planning on flirting. Isles was a CIA case officer and she was about to drag him into what could only be unpleasant business. She wasn’t even going to pretend to be nice about it either.


“I know you know who he is Mr. Peel, or is that Major Peel?”


Peel grinned. “Sorry, I haven’t been with the Australian Army for several years now.”


“You were with their Intelligence Corps. Did you know this man then?”


Peel shook his head. “I was undercover in Africa for most of my time, before that in Somalia during the UN intervention. These days however, I’m an intelligence consultant to the NSA, the Puzzle Palace, and have been for years. Mr. Peel will do fine, or Harrison if you prefer.” He immediately regretted offering her the use of his first name. To his own ears he already sounded like he was flirting when he had promised himself that he would not.


“Are you going to tell me who this man is?”


“You already know who he is.”


She sighed, frustrated. “Very well, Harrison. I know you know, so let’s cut the bullshit. This is a CIA contract player who goes most often by the code name Jordan, but you knew that too. Perhaps you didn’t know he was Green Beret and Navy SEAL trained? No? How about this, he’s spent time with the British SAS and Germany’s GSG9 if I believe everything his file tells me. Speaks Spanish, Russian and Arabic fluently, and a half dozen other languages badly.”


Peel shrugged. “Sounds like the perfect agent for you.”


“Not anymore.” Isles clenched her teeth, lent into her chair. “You’ve worked with Jordan before, Peel. You first met in the Venezuelan jungles where the two of you caused quiet a lot of trouble.”


“Maybe. Even if this is true, what makes you think I could even talk about it?”


She stood, paced. “Enough of this, I’ve seen the Venezuelan files. I have clearance. You suffered a stomach wound if I remember correctly. And you were operating against a Code-89 threat, an ESB.”


“Ah,” Peel shuddered. Code-89 was an US interagency term to designate a threat that was extra-terrestrial in nature that ranged from unnatural alien mutation in the local flora, to massive dimensional tears in the fabric of space-time that released a gigantic tentacled-horror hell-bent on consuming the Earth. He witnessed enough of both ends of the spectrum so that the term could never be lost on him, and so had Jordan. Separately, they had both seen enough to drive most men and women to desperation and suicide. Zoe Isles knew what a Code-89 threat implied and what the acronym ESB meant, which did mean she must have experienced at least one encounter first hand. He had respect for her now. Talking to her was going to be so much easier.


“A sentient alien removed my stomach then replaced it with one of its own design. It still works okay, or I should say it hasn’t given me any problems yet.”


It was Isles’ turn to shudder. “Yes, well, I didn’t realize your injury was that severe?”


“It wasn’t really an injury, in the purest sense of the word, more like…a modification.”


She gave a quizzical stare. “Why did the aliens give you a new stomach?”


“Long story, Ms. Isles. You want to talk about my past operations, or would you like to know more about Jordan?”


She sat, lent towards him, perhaps sensing that they were getting somewhere. “So you’re ready to talk?”


“You keep asking the questions. I’ll tell you if I can answer them.”


“I’ll accept that for now. Do you have any idea why Jordan went rouge one month ago?”


Peel raised an eyebrow. “Why are you telling me this? You think because Jordan and I worked together a couple of times I can help reign in your rotten apple?”


“He seems to respect you.”


Peel laughed, wondering how she had drawn that conclusion. “If he does you’ll have to ask him.”


“I think he does.”


“Well I can tell you this for free, he doesn’t trust anyone, me included.”


“I think you might be able to tell me his current whereabouts.” She was getting louder, and so was he.


“I haven’t talked to him in over six months, Ms. Isles. Jordan’s not the kind of guy you ask round to the family barbeque, or even have a beer with after work. He’s the kind of guy who phones you in the middle of the night and tells you to bring him some file to some sleazy bar in Beirut or Osaka. You give it to him, he thanks you, says that he owes you one, and then he vanishes again.”


“Harrison, you’ve never been to Beirut or Osaka.”


“No,” said Peel, realizing that Isles had done her homework. He had to assume she knew as much about him as it was possible to know.


“So Jordan does have a means of contacting you?”


She had trapped him. He’d as good as admitted to what she had just suggested. If he didn’t give her a lead, as soon as this meeting ended she would have him under surveillance, waiting and watching until Jordan contacted him again. Considering the nature of this meeting, she probably would anyway.


Peel and Jordan’s means of communication was simple, an obscure website that both could log on to anywhere in the world to leave messages for the other. Mostly they were requests for information. Occasionally there were requests for assistance against Code-89 threats, tasks they were each individually assigned by their respective masters every second week, or more frequently as had been the case of late.


Peel had not been lying when he said he hadn’t heard from Jordan in six months. He been starting to think his friend was dead, killed in the line of duty. It was a relief and a worry that he was alive and well, and on the run from his own people.


“Okay, you’ve got me there, Ms. Isles.”


She gave him a smile. “Zoe.”


He smiled too. He did find her very attractive. “You got me there, Zoe. Yes, I have a means of contacting him, but I’m not about to disclose what that is.”


“Can you access that means anywhere in the world?”


Peel stared at her. “Maybe.”


“Well you’ll be ordered to do so, and soon. You and I are booked on an overnight CIA chartered flight to Lima—and before you argue it’s already been cleared with your superiors.”


It had been indicated as much just minutes before this meeting that Peel was to cooperate with Isles to the fullest extent of the definition.


“Peru?”


“Yes. Jordan was caught on security tape detonating a vast quantity of high explosives inside a container ship in Callao three days ago. With any luck he’s still there, despite us being three days behind his last known whereabouts, and you’ll lead us straight to him.”


Peel chewed on his lips, licked his teeth. He didn’t want to ask, but knew he had to, just so everything was clear between him and Isles. “Is this a kill or capture mission?”


Isles closed Jordan’s file, scooped it into her arms. Her expression was cold and calculating, and yet all Peel wanted to do was kiss her.


“What do you think?”


 




3. Lima



 



 




Jordan hated breaking tradecraft. He was alive today only because he always did everything by the book. He never stayed in any one locale for more than a few days even when he was on vacation. He never went anywhere where there was a chance old friends might recognize him. He wiped away his fingerprints in every place he stayed. He used public internet cafes for research and disposable cellular phones for communication. He’d built a career on being able to contact other people, never on anyone ever being able to contact him. He was so good at being invisible that the CIA loved him, as did MI6, ASIS, FSB, GRU and a half dozen other intelligence agencies who had him listed as a reliable asset.


So when Jordan decided to telephone his daughter, he knew he was taking a terrible risk.


It was well after sunset, and Jordan sat on a pew towards the back of a darkly lit Catholic Church near central Lima. He watched the mostly older Peruvian men and woman pray to Christ and the obscenely gold-plated iconography and altars that dominated the stone walled interior. The church was crowded for the news of the day had not been good. The entire populations of three Pacific Islands separated by many thousands of miles had all vanished overnight. Satellite imagery the next day had identified communities devastated by unprecedented flooding, and yet there was no evidence of tidal waves originating anywhere on planet Earth which would have caused such destruction.


Jordan took the cellular phone he had bought only minutes before from a convenience store, and dialed.


“Hello, Grand River Movie Rentals,” came the distant voice on the other end. “Madison speaking.”


Jordan caught his breath. This was his daughter’s voice. Madison had just spoken to him for the first time.


“Hello?” she said again. “Hello?”


Realizing that he hadn’t spoken, he did so quickly. “Hi, Madison right?”


“Yes, that’s right. Can I help you?”


“Hi, yes, I’m after a DVD.”


She laughed lightly, not at him, but with him, and he liked that. “Well, that’s what we’re here for Mister, DVDs, we have them all. You after anything in particular?”


Jordan felt awkward, which was an unusual feeling for him, but this was his daughter he was talking to after all. He couldn’t tell her over the telephone who he was, not like this. But he didn’t want to stop talking to her either.


“Actually, there is this movie I’m looking for, I can’t remember the title. It’s about a father,” he cringed, knowing what he was about to say, “who was trying to reconcile with his daughter. Do you know it?”


Madison ‘umed’ for a moment. While she did, Jordan tried to imagine what she looked like. Probably dressed in a cheap shapeless uniform, and yet she would be sophisticated and attractive. The only photograph he’d found of her on the Internet was from her high school website from three years ago. It wasn’t a great photograph but she was the prettiest girl in the world.


“We have Dan in Real Life, Steve Carrell? Is that what you are thinking of?”


“Don’t know it.” Jordan never watched movies. He never had the time. Never found them realistic. “Is it any good?”


“It’s great. It’s one of my favorites actually. Steve Carrell plays a dad whose trying to cope bringing up three daughters after their mum dies, and then he meets Juliet Binochett, and they fall in love, and then…” she was getting carried away with the romance of the story. “Is that the film you are thinking of?” she said in a more business-like tone.


“I think so,” All Jordan heard was that Dan in Real Life was one of Madison’s favorites.


“I can hold it for you.”


“Um, that would be great. No, wait, it won’t be necessary. I’ll pop in later, to pick it up.” He checked his watch. He’d been on the telephone for at least thirty seconds, long enough to make a trace.


“Sure, well let me know, if you come in, and I’ll find it for you.”


“Thanks.”


Jordan disconnected quickly. He couldn’t believe how hard he was breathing, how red his face must be. Still, he’d just survived his first conversation with his estranged daughter.


Pity he had no intention whatsoever of meeting her. With the number of contracts out on him, and the bizarre supernatural elements always invading his life, he wasn’t going to bring his hell into her world. She deserved better than that.


Jordan turned off the phone, took out the SIM card and crushed it, wiped down the cellular and left it in the donation box, then vanished into the night.


 




* * *





It wasn’t just a couple of seats on a chartered airplane, Isles had secured her own CIA Learjet, which immediately told Peel that she was very senior and very well connected within the Company. He hadn’t had time to check her credentials on the NSA file servers before they had left Washington DC, but a quick discussion with his boss told him that she worked on some very big projects in the Code-89 arena including some which Peel had been involved with: Grey Nebula, Infinite Eye and Resolution Zero. All three were career making or breaking covert operations that dealt directly with alien intrusion. They’d obviously made hers.


Peel stared out the window for a long time, but because it was night there was nothing to see. When boredom overcame his self-reflective mood he looked instead at the team he would be working with over the coming weeks. They were a dozen underlings, a mixture of security types (plain clothed muscles with bulging guns under their jackets), and analysts (nerdy computer loving history experts who could tell Peel anything and everything he would ever need to know about South America). Any assassins on the team would be traveling separately.


Peel couldn’t help noticing that more than half of Isles’ team members were women, which went well against the grain of their profession. He found himself admiring Isles’ gusto to have risen so high so young, and yet making her own mark on the Company.


When the Learjet was airborne Peel had asked for and received a laptop, which he used to source the Internet and the few files on Jordan that Isles would grant him access to. There was a wordy file on Peel and Jordan and their time in Venezuela, which he expected, but it was scant on details on what really had happened in the Amazon jungle and the true capabilities of his new stomach.


There were plenty of files on Jordan himself, but most of the interesting information—where he was born, his education, his family, clubs and societies he joined, political ideologies, old lovers, even his real name—was nowhere to be found. Jordan had worked hard to keep his past secret, which would make it even more complicated for Isles to find him.


Several of Jordan’s files had a delta-like green triangle stamped on them, and no indication as to what it meant. He’d seen this symbol many times in his career, including on his own files. One day, he promised himself, he would investigate further to its meaning.

Peel glanced over these files only briefly. He already knew most of what he was reading. It was Jordan’s recent activities since Iraq that interested him.

Something Jordan had seen or done in Baghdad had deeply affected him. One moment he was working a simple ‘real world’ case against fanatical insurgents, the next he was a global crusader assassinating people he had never met and destroying facilities that he had never seen. Four men had been shot dead with a silenced weapon on a golf course outside Berlin. A pharmaceutical factory had been destroyed with C-4 explosives in Guangzhou. Another man had been thrown off a cliff into the North Sea in Scotland, where hypothermia had killed him.


Four days ago Jordan had been spotted in Peru when he snuck onto a container ship in port in Callao. Peru was where he made his first mistake, by using a CIA issued passport to enter the country rather than one secured through criminal means that his employers could not trace. Jordan had also allowed himself to be identified by security cameras at the port. Peel studied the photograph again. There was no mistake. It was Jordan staring right into the lens.


Jordan however was a professional; he never made simple tradecraft mistakes. And the name on the passport, Carson Colgate, was the same name on the passport Peel had glimpsed Jordan use when they were flying out of Caracas to Miami after their first covert operation together. It seemed likely that glimpse had been orchestrated. Jordan had to be sending Peel a message.


Peel wished he could log on to their shared secure website to see if Jordan had posted a less cryptic message. It might explain what was really going on here. But he couldn’t risk looking while he was logged onto a CIA laptop. Isles would be watching every keystroke he made from her own machine, waiting for him to slip.


He checked the news sites, CNN, BBC, ABC, SBS and a dozen others. They were all running the same story. The populations of five Pacific Islands have been completely wiped out by freak, localized tidal wave events. Now container ships were also disappearing, and wild storms were raging across the Pacific Ocean. Peel couldn’t help feel these events were all connected.


When he looked up Isles was sitting opposite him, watching him.


“You didn’t notice me here?” She smiled. “Loosing your edge Harrison?”


He grimaced.


“You should get some shut-eye. We land in a few hours and you haven’t slept since we left.”


“You know, Zoe, there is a glaring omission in these files you gave me.”


“Of course there are; you’re not CIA. You’re not even an American citizen. Most files pertaining to this case will be denied to you, especially those with sensitive operational material.” Her smile grew large, as if to challenge Peel to question her authority.


“That’s not what I mean,” Peel rubbed his hand across the millimeter thick hair on his scalp realizing that he needed to shave his head again. “A petrochemical factory in Guangzhou, China; several men killed in Berlin and Scotland; and the container ship in Callao. They all have a common connection that you’ve failed to mention in any of your reports, anywhere. In fact, I’d even say you’ve gone to some effort to hide that connection from me.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Go on?”


“Centaurus Holdings Limited.”


She held Peel’s stare for a very long time. “Centaurus, you mean the corporation Centaurus?”


“Centaurus, Zoe, is a global corporation with a multi-billion dollar portfolio in petroleum, pharmaceuticals, construction, the production of nuclear and conventional power plants, and defense. Surely you are aware of them? They are one of the Pentagon’s top defense contractors.”


She tucked a strand of her strawberry hair behind an ear. “So explain to me, what is the connection to Jordan?”


“I try to keep up to date with intelligence that crosses my desk, Zoe, even the boring reports. Firstly, the petrochemical factory that Jordan destroyed manufactures products for CHL, although through several dummy companies so the connection isn’t at first obvious. Secondly one of the executives that Jordan shot on the golf course was a silent board member, and I suspect the others might be too. The man in Scotland, he works for a security company that specializes in protecting corporate operations in Africa and the Middle East, and they list amongst their clients Centaurus. The container ship in Callao I don’t know about, but I suspect if we dig deep enough there is a Centaurus connection.”


“That’s very interesting.” Zoe forced a smile this time as she stepped from her chair, grabbed Peel by the arm and led him to the jet’s private conference room. With the door closed behind them said through gritted teeth, “How the hell did get access to the Centaurus files?”


Peel grinned. “I didn’t. I just read between the lines of the reports you gave me. You telling me none of your people know about the Centaurus angle?”


She looked away, fixed her hair. “The senior members of the team do, and they’ve been warned to say nothing. The Centaurus connection remains a ‘need to know’ basis.” She gripped Peel’s shirt tightly. “You discuss this with no one except me, you understand?”


Peel unlatched her tense fingers, realizing that this was the first time he had touched her, and that her skin was soft and smooth. She was so close her breath was on his cheek. He wanted their physical closeness to last longer than a moment. “So you’ve also concluded Jordan is trying to infiltrate Centaurus.”


“No Harrison, it’s far worse than that, he’s trying to take them down. We’re trying to take him out before he does any more damage.”


“We’re fighting wars for corporations now?”


She bared her teeth. “This reflects badly on the CIA; he’s our man and he’s gone rouge. The US Government has hundreds of billions in national defense projects invested with Centaurus Holdings. It’s of national interest that Jordan doesn’t succeed in crashing their stock price. If he does he will put our military stratagems five years behind the Chinese. You want the Chinese to rule the world, Harrison?”


He said nothing, knowing that any response he gave would trap him.


“This information is not to get out, Peel. You understand me?”


Peel took a moment to study the woman who was as good as pressed up against him. Despite his infatuation, something about her warned him away, but he couldn’t quite place his finger on what that was. Yes, they were flirting, but was this real emotion they were sharing, or just the application of tradecraft techniques to get from the other what they each wanted?


He finally asked, “Are Centaurus involved in any Code-89 projects?”


“What do you think? Yes, one big project, okay.”


“Well then, you can have this one for free: Jordan’s trying to shut it down. If he thinks Centaurus are a risk to national security, or whatever you want to call it, he’ll be working against them, particularly when he thinks no one in authority is doing anything about it. What’s the project by the way? Something big in the Pacific?” he asked remembering the news articles he had just read.


“How the hell did you know that?” She shook her head. “Never mind. Jordan has to be terminated before he unleashes something he shouldn’t, an alien biological weapon to be precise, that could kill billions.”


Peel sighed. He’d been down this path before. Whenever people, corporations or governments played with cosmic horrors that they could not understand, hoping to use it for their own benefit, it never ended well. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, often died as a result.


“What kind of weapon, and where is it?”


“You don’t need to know that. What I need to know is that you’re committed, Harrison. If I give you the order to kill Jordan, I need to know you won’t hesitate?”


She was staring him in the eye, refusing to look away. She was so close their noses, more importantly their lips, were almost touching.


“Harrison?”


He took a deep breath and said: “You can count on me.” He wondered if he was as good a lair as she was, and if she had noticed.


As he left the conference room she slammed the door behind her for privacy. He noticed her dialing rapidly on her cellular phone.


Peel covertly watched her punch in the numbers and memorized them. He had a suspicion on the nature of that call.


 




* * *


 




Lima was cold and grey, despite their proximity to the equator. The mist seeping off the Pacific was like a fog, leaching moisture from the air as it had done for millions of years, the creator of the desert that surrounded the city of eight million inhabitants.


Despite the mist, Peel stared out at across the wealthy suburb of Miraflores from the third story balcony of his hotel. He’d wanted to go for a walk just to clear his head, but Isles’ security detail watched him like he was their target of interest. When it got dark he telephoned room service, ordered a beer with his meal and ate it in front of the television. He watched a soccer match between Argentina and Brazil to refresh his Spanish. When he unfolded his napkin he found a postcard waiting for him.


It was postmarked from Cancun. The picture was of a tropical beach scene with a palm and white sands. Dated one week ago, it simple said: Hi Jack, Having the time of our lives, love Jenny.


Peel separated the two sides of the postcard that had been glued together to form a single sheet. Written in Arabic on the inside sheet were the words:
Mercado Central, 8am tomorrow.


Peel spoke and read Arabic. So did Jordan.


He took a match to both sides of the card and watched them burn into cinders.


Then he was drowning, smothered by water crashing down on him as a huge spout rushing from grey, lightning-thick clouds. He was drenched, chilled, and he could see Jordan next to him, similarly smothered with salty water.


“What do you mean quantum entanglement?” Jordan said with urgency. “You’re the one who reads the science magazines, Peel. You tell me.”


There was a knock on his door.


In a daze, Peel answered without thought. He found Zoe Isles outside. She was wearing a bright summer dress and heels, a combination that highlighted the slimness and shape of her figure.


“Hi—what happened to you?”


Peel touched his shirt. He was drenched to the skin. He was shivering uncontrollably. “Um, just give me a minute.”


He let Zoe in, went to the bathroom, stripped and toweled off. When he realized he smelled of salt he showered quickly.


“Anything wrong in there?”


The door was slightly ajar. He hadn’t remembered leaving it that way.


“Um, no. Just give me a minute.”


When he was dry Peel came out wearing only a towel. He gave Isles the briefest smile before he selected a fresh set of clothes and returned to the bathroom. This time he made sure the door was shut.


“What’s going on?” she asked from behind the door.


“Oh, nothing. A bad dream.”


But it wasn’t a dream like any he’d ever had before. It was like he was really there, and the wetness and salty taste proved that.


A minute later he was dressed. Isle waiting patiently for him gave him a smile. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah,” he rubbed the back of his head. “I think I’m just a little haggard, run down.”


“Then do you feel like dancing, Harrison, to liven you up? They have a bar downstairs, and the Latin vibes are on.”


“I’m not much of a dancer.”


She held out her hand. “Neither am I.”


He took it.


Downstairs in the hotel bar there was indeed dancing. Peel recognized the beat as a Salsa. He watched several Peruvians and a few international guests twist their bodies in rhythm as men spun women around the dance floor. Peel ordered a beer, asked Isles what she wanted and she said the same. They both watched carefully that their bottles were opened before them. In their profession there was always the risk that their drinks could be drugged.


“I’m sorry I’ve been so tough on you.”


Peel laughed. “I’ve had worse bosses, but thanks anyway. I’m sorry that I’ve been complicating your mission.”


“Can we try and put all this behind us, start again?”


Peel took a sip of his beer, not sure where this conversation was really going. “Sure.”


“That’s great. Let’s start by you telling me about the Harrison Peel who isn’t a spook.”


“You really want to know about me? I’m not that interesting.”


“I doubt that.” She half-laughed before she said: “Go on, surprise me. Tell me something unusual about you, that isn’t related to the job.”


Peel couldn’t get the image out of his mind of Jordan and the wall of water falling on them. Talking about normal life seemed like a good idea to ground himself again.


“Well, let’s see. I was born and raised in Sydney, near the beach. I like watching and playing soccer. I drink too much coffee, but only good coffee, and coffee from Ethiopia when I can get it. I have a knack at languages. Sorry, that’s a job thing isn’t it?”


She turned from him, rested her elbows on the bar and looked into her beer. “You know if you asked me the same question I’d have given similar answers. Responses that don’t tell anything that can’t be easily verified, fluffy anecdotes that don’t really mean anything.”


He took her hand and she let him hold it, and he wondered again who was playing who. “Zoe, we’re spies. It’s our career to be obscure. Being bland nobodies is second nature to us.”


Her chuckle was sad. “Are you saying I’m bland?”


“Of course not. You are anything but.”


She turned to him, ran a finger across his shirt and his stomach where the C-shaped scar lived. “You know what happened to me; that got me into this game in the first place? My first Code-89?”


Peel didn’t say anything. There were no words that he could offer that would give justice to what she was about to tell him.


“It was before I joined the CIA. It was my brother, Daniel. When we were kids, he found this book. An old book that the previous owners of the house we had moved into had left behind. Daniel read something in it, and then he just folded, and folded again, and again taking the book with him, until he was impossibly small—”


She was no longer talking, and neither was Peel. She was leaning her head against his chest, her eyes moist.


Suddenly he was kissing her and she was kissing him. He didn’t care about anything that had to do with their jobs, the horrors they had faced, their wounds, their losses, or even how truthful they were being to each other, he didn’t care about anything. He only wanted to focus on her, her physicality, her scent, anything about her that could separate them from the rest of the world that terrified them both.


His hands were all over her. Her hands were all over him.


They raced to his room, tore at each other’s clothes until they fell onto Peel’s bed, half-laughing, half-sobbing as they made love with an energy and passion Peel had thought had been dead in him for a very long time.


 




* * *


 




Peel stirred when Isle’s cellular rang. Grey morning sunlight streamed in through the window, he’d slept late. She jumped out of bed, ran naked to the bathroom closing the door behind her. Her tone was urgent when she answered, then became muffled.


Peel dressed quickly. A moment later Isles returned. She left her cellular on the bed as she dressed. While distracted, Peel covertly checked her call log, recognized the telephone number from the private conversation she’d had on the flight south.


“Stay here,” she ordered, again the hard-nosed CIA case officer she had apologized about being last night.


“What’s going on, Zoe?”


“Nothing important. Well nothing important you need to know about.”


Then she was gone.


Peel followed her into the corridor only to find one of her security detail waiting for him. “Company business, sir,” was all the woman would say as she pointed inside Peel’s hotel room.


Peel didn’t argue. Alone again, he turned up the television so that another soccer match played. Then he went out onto the balcony.


His room was on the third floor and the balconies were spaced evenly, close enough so that it was little effort to swing down from one to the next. Five minutes of simple acrobatics and he was on the hotel grounds and out on the streets.


He walked with purpose, tightened his jacket against the morning chill. He’d studied enough maps of Lima on the flight south to remain orientated in a city he’d never previously visited. After hailing a taxi and negotiating a fare because there was no meter, he was off, taking an inconspicuous route into the heart of Lima and the Mercado Central.


Once amongst its crowds Peel hovered next to a stall selling pirated CDs and DVDs, acted like he was interested in them. He checked his watch from time to time while he debated over music he would never buy, waiting for the minute hand of his watch to sweep around to 8am.


“Hola, Senor Peel.”


Peel looked up. The man who had been examining the CDs next to him for the last five minutes, who he had mistaken as a Peruvian man, was in fact Jordan. He wore a fedora and had a large alpaca bag slung over his shoulder.


“Jordan.”


“I caused a little smoke in a CIA listening station you are supposed to know nothing about. That will keep Isles and her team distracted while we talk.”


“You know they’re here to kill you.”


“Good luck to them.”


“I found you.”


“No Peel, I found you. I always find you. That’s the nature of our working relationship.”


Peel turned to the strange ex-special forces soldier who’d lived too long pretending to be people other than himself, he’d probably forgot who he really was. Peel liked Jordan, but they were never close friends, not when everything about the man was a pretense. “You want to get a cerveza? Normally I don’t drink this early in the morning, but I’ve had a long journey to get here and I suspect you did too, and we have a lot to talk about.”


Jordan’s nod was delayed and slight while he watched the crowds to ensure Peel had not been followed.


They found a café, ordered lagers and dishes of chopped steak served with onions, tomatoes, potatoes and rice. Once eating Peel realized how hungry he was.


“I’m not surprised the CIA roped in you to find me, Peel. In fact, I counted on it.”


The Australia looked away from the crowds and at Jordan. “You had a dream about me, and we were both drowning.” Then Peel saw something in Jordan he had never seen before, surprise.


“You’ve had the dreams too?” Jordan shook his head. “But I don’t think they are dreams.”


“I don’t think so either.”


“Peel, what is a naked singularity?”


“What?”


“You talk about it, many times when I see you.”


Since his first encounter with an alien intrusion Peel had been doing a lot of reading on quantum mechanics, astrophysics, cosmology and higher dimensional mathematics. He found this information helped him to understand them.


“A naked singularity, you say?”


“Are you going to explain yourself? You’re boss, Zoe Isles, is no fool. She’ll find us soon enough if we wait here too long.”


“Okay. Normally the terminology singularity is applied to the centre of a stellar object called a black hole. Its single central point has no dimension and is infinity dense. It is a point where the laws of the universe break down. We can’t see singularities because they are enclosed by an event horizon, and they protect the rest of the universe from their unpredictability. However, a naked singularity doesn’t have an event horizon. Anything is possible. In theory naked singularities don’t exist, otherwise the whole universe would start to take on unexplained phenomena on a massive scale.”


“That doesn’t happen now?”


“Not on the scale I’m talking about. At least we see no evidence of that.”


“And quantum entanglement?”


“You heard that one too? So did I. That’s a term normally applied to subatomic particles, where two particles that have interacted at some point in their lives then influence each other’s behavior in both the past and future for the rest of their existence.”


“That makes sense.”


“Does it?” Peel couldn’t understand why it would mean anything to a man like Jordan, who liked only to deal in hard facts, not bizarre theories, even if a hard fact was a salivating multi-mouthed tentacled horror trying to eat him.


Jordan swigged his beer. “At some point in the future, you and I are going to end up inside a naked singularity where we are going to get very wet and very cold.”


Peel shuddered. He understood now.


“Do these coordinates mean anything to you Peel: South Latitude 47o
9’, West Longitude 126o
43’?”


Peel did a quick calculation in his head. “That’s somewhere in the middle of the South Pacific Ocean.”


“Somewhere very cold and very wet.”


Peel went to finish his beer, only to realize that he had already done so. He wanted another one, but that would be a mistake. “What’s going on, Jordan? What’s with this vendetta you’ve got against Centaurus?”


Jordan smiled for the first time since their meeting. “Those coordinates I gave you, well Centaurus has a floating oil-drilling platform out there, been there for close to a year now. They’re extracting something out of the ocean and it’s not oil, a sample of which I first uncovered in Baghdad. It’s something biological but not terrestrial, and certainly nothing related to life as we know it.”


“Oh…”


“They’ve been shipping this substance around the world to various testing and manufacturing facilities. They are trying to make marketable products out of it, mostly in the fields of biological and chemical weapons where they’ve been successful, and pharmaceuticals and medical research where they haven’t.”


“Are you saying—?”


“Yeah Peel, Centaurus is yet another company fucking up the world by messing with something they can’t ever understand.”


Peel shuddered. He looked down at his half-eaten meal. He’d been hungry only moments ago, but not now. “You obviously wanted to meet. What do you think we—I can do?”


Jordan pushed his empty plate forward, then stood. “You finished eating?”


Peel nodded.


“Then let’s move.”


They headed into the heart of the markets mixing with the crowds at the fruit and vegetable stalls.


“You can do a couple of things. First, Ben Henbest, CEO of Centaurus is staying in Lima right now, and will be doing so for a few days. He’s here investigating the explosion on one of his ships that moves the Pacific product, which I hoped he would do.”


“The one you destroyed?”


“Of course. He has the penthouse suite in the hotel you are staying at, actually.”


Peel stopped dead in his tracks. “What the hell’s going on Jordan?”


“Someone is playing you, and that someone is Isles. Did you know that Henbest and Isles are friends, have been for many years? She’s working for him.”


Peel didn’t want to believe Jordan, and was about to say so until he realized that he was emotionally involved, and that he judgment could be clouded. If what Jordan said was true it was disappointing. He’d wanted to get to know Zoe Isles a whole lot better, but that didn’t seem like a safe option any more.


“I want you to visit Henbest, because I can’t, and find out what exactly he’s up to.”


“No one is running you Jordan, are they?”


“Not this time.”


“I was hoping that someone was. Don’t you know how insanely you’re behaving, how close you are to getting yourself killed?”


Jordan ignored him. “I need you to find out everything you can about the Pacific drilling operation, because that’s where I’m going next and I can do with all the intel I can get.”


“How?” Peel was frustrated. Jordan was acting recklessly and he was dragging Peel into his vendetta. Then Peel mentally kicked himself, he’d acted exactly the same way in the past when he passionately disagreed with the questionable actions of his supervisors. His friend needed him. “How are you getting out there?”


“The Russians. I know the Russians very well Peel. I’ll convince them that the Americans are testing a new weapon down there, or something. I’m still working out the details.”


“Are you trying to start a war?”


“I hope so, against Henbest and Centaurus definitely, and whatever it is the hell they are drilling the substance out of.”


“You said you wanted two things?”


“Yes, two things.” He handed Peel his black satchel, which Peel accepted. “I want you to tell the American’s what I’m doing, your boss back at NSA, preferably and anyone who is very senior in the Pentagon who will listen to you. They won’t listen to me. With any luck someone will send the fleet to the same coordinates looking for the Russians, if nothing else. Now open the bag Peel, and look inside.”


Peel went to reach inside but Jordan’s grip on his arm was fast and strong. “I said look, but don’t take anything out.”


Peel did what he was told. Inside there were two handguns, a Browning GP35 automatic and a smaller Walther PPK, old but reliable weapons.


“Put one of those weapons where we know no one will find it,” said Jordan when he saw the weapon Peel had his eye on.


Peel kept searching finding lock picks, a GPS tracker, a small headset CB radio, and several other items that together made up a modest field kit.


“You’re not looking, Peel.”


The last item Peel saw was a transparent jar with biohazard symbols plastered all over it. There was a milky substance inside that looked a little like clotted cream, until a psuedopod formed and leapt towards Peel, a mouth of teeth opening at its bulbous end, but the glass stopped it from advancing further.


Peel shuddered.


“That’s what Centaurus is drilling out of the Pacific.”


Peel nodded, not sure what he should do with the caged creature. He could try burning it, but it probably wouldn’t be enough to kill it permanently.


“That’s your evidence.”


“Great, Jordan.”


“There are rumblings down south. Get to Henbest and then get to that drilling platform. Whatever’s happening down there, we need to stop it.”


Peel had been transfixed by thing that was dissolving itself again into a shape of spoilt cream. He forced himself to look up, but by then it was too late, for Jordan had already vanished into the crowd.


He moved quickly, found an internet café where he logged on and dialed the number that he had memorized from Isles’ cellular telephone. Peel had been in the spying game too long not to be suspicious of Henbest’s close proximity to a CIA operation, but he wanted to be certain before giving up on Isles for good.


When the line was picked up, sounding distant, Peel knew his fears were confirmed.


“Hello, Amy speaking. This is the office of Benjamin Henbest of Centaurus Holdings. May I ask who is calling?”


Peel disconnected. Someday, somewhere, something good had to happen to him, but not today.


 




* * *


 




On his return to his hotel, Peel ran over his limited options for getting an audience with Benjamin Henbest. Because time was of the essence, and his CIA overseers were sure to keep him on a tight leash, Peel knew he could be swift or he could be subtle, but he couldn’t be both. The ex-army major always tried to do things subtly when he could. Generally it took longer, but the lack of fuss, not to mention walking away with his skin intact when it was over, was well worth the extra effort. But with so many unknown variables in play; Jordan, the mysterious oil platform in the Pacific, the secret deals Centaurus were making with the Americans, and his mixed feelings about Zoe all told him that he had to act fast.


Peel entered the hotel through a service door at its rear and made it to an elevator without incident, just as he expected to. He was counting on Centaurus wanting to keep a low profile so security was minimal, at least where the public could see. The penthouse would be a whole other story.


Pressing the button for the top floor, Peel took a moment to run down a mental checklist. First he had stashed the Walther PPK on him where he was sure no one would find it, but if he had to pull it he knew he’d be in trouble. The rest of the gear that Jordan had given him was still in its bag, in a locker in a bank he had paid a large amount of cash to secure, less anyone on the CIA team found him with it and asked questions. Patting himself down, Peel pulled out a set of keys from his pocket, thought for a moment, and smiled. As the elevator doors opened he began to twirl the keys on their ring on his finger. It was better than nothing.


Stepping into the hall, Peel saw two American agents instantly turning towards him. Each man had a hand already in their jackets, and the senior looking agent was raising his free hand palm out to tell him to stop.


“Hello gentlemen, Ms. Isles still with the boss?” Peel asked as he briskly, but not hurriedly, walked past them. He was the very image of someone that belonged here and that gave the guards pause.


“Um, Mr. Peel, sir, we didn’t know—” the younger agent started, his head swiveling from the Australian, to his partner, and back again.


The other agent was more decisive. He started after Peel, one hand reaching for Peel’s arm to stop him, and said, “Wait, Peel, Ms. Isles told us you weren’t allowed up here. I had better call her.”


Without a word, Peel spun around, grabbed the guard’s outstretched arm by the wrist, and used the man’s own momentum to pull him to the ground. Nearly at the same time he tossed the keys to the other man and shouted, “Catch.”


The agent’s natural instincts overrode his training and instead of going for his gun he caught the keys flying towards his face. His actions gave Peel enough time to close the distance between them where he brought a knee up into the surprised man’s groin. At the same time he deftly pulled the agent’s automatic out of his shoulder holster.


As the young agent crumpled with a whimper, Peel spun around, pointed the automatic. The other man was starting to rise and going for his own gun. “Stop now.” Peel said in a calm, but commanding voice, as he chambered the first round.


The CIA veteran stopped immediately. Peel could tell by the man’s eyes that he was weighing his options.


“Remember, all heroes get is an unnamed star on a wall back in Langley,” Peel told him.


“You’re a dead man, Peel.”


Peel smiled, quickly checked the man stirring at his feet, before nodding to a nearby room. “Empty I take it?” he asked.


After the agent said it was, Peel hustled both of the men into the room, but not before checking it. Six minutes later they were bound and gagged and the clock was officially running.


Back in the hall, Peel checked the wallets he had taken from the men and pulled out a number of hotel keycards. Both agents had one for their own room on the lower floors and one for a penthouse suite. Taking that card, Peel sprinted down the hall, found the room, used the card to open the door and stepped inside, with his hands already up.


“Look, before anyone gets excited, I’m not here to start trouble.” Peel said and he saw a CIA man advancing quickly towards him. This time he didn’t resist. Rough hands grabbed him, spun him around, and slammed his chest up against the wall.


Another agent appeared, his weapon drawn but not pointing directly at him, as the first one started patting him down. By the time the agent was finished and had announced that Peel was clean, a surprised Zoe Isles stepped into the hall.


“What the hell, Harrison?”


“I thought we should stop playing games, there isn’t time for that. So since I’m already here, let me speak to Benjamin Henbest.”


Zoe huffed, making no effort to mask her frustration. “Alright, you men can let him in. This way, Mr. Peel.”


Peel pushed himself off the wall and started after the woman, saying over his shoulder, “Oh, I left the two of your agents by the elevator bound and gagged in the room next to it. You should send someone to get them when you can.”


Zoe coughed to hide a smile before turning and saying in a whisper, “Okay, you’re here, and you could have gotten yourself killed, now you tell me why?”


“I need to see your boss about something.”


The woman stiffened and Peel knew at once that he had chosen his words poorly. “He is not my boss.”


“I know, but he is in charge right now, yes? And he has information that I’ll need if you want me to help you find Jordan before he does anymore damage.”


“So why not ask me?”


“Come on Zoe, would you have admitted that you were working with Henbest if I asked? Or that he was here? Besides, he might not have told you everything.”


Zoe thought about that for a moment before nodding and saying, “Okay, Harrison, you can meet with him, but watch yourself. Centaurus has a lot of clout and Henbest is at the head of that beast. Don’t think for a moment that his influence doesn’t extend to your own country like it does mine.”


“I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise.” Peel smiled.


“It was sloppy,” she mumbled.


“What was sloppy?” Peel could think of a dozen things she might be referring to.


“Having Henbest in the same hotel. He insisted, thought he knew better.”


Minutes later the two entered a small office room, in which there was a podium with an old book, a desk, a couple of chairs, and Benjamin Henbest, one of the richest, most powerful men in the world.


He wasn’t much to look at.


In fact, Mr. Henbest was so common looking he could have been a spook. Average height and build, brown eyes, brown hair starting to grey, he even didn’t dress the part of a billionaire. He wore a striped polo shirt, nondescript tan slacks, and only moderately pricy shoes. And when he spoke, Peel’s surprise was complete.


“Ms. Isles, what is all the commotion about?” the CEO said with a soft, southern drawl.


“Mr. Henbest, this is Harrison Peel, the Australian special consultant I told you about, working for the Puzzle Palace.” Zoe paused briefly before adding, “I thought it was time for the two of you to meet, since Mr. Peel will be instrumental in helping us find the rogue agent before he can do any more damage to your company.”


Henbest studied the woman briefly and Peel could almost see in his eyes the calculations going on inside the businessman’s head. But then like someone flicking a switch, all that was gone and the rich man beamed a million dollar smile. “That sounds fine, Mr. Peel was it?” he offered his hand.


Like Zoe, Henbest would already know everything there was to know about Peel, making him a sly bastard. “Yes and thank you for meeting with me.” Peel considered that Henbest might have been an intelligence operative or ex-military in his early days, which might explain his deep government connections.


The three walked over to
his desk. Henbest sat behind the desk and the others in chairs in front. After the formality of offered coffee, which Peel declined, he started with a tactical strike.


“What is one of your oil platforms drilling for in the middle of South Pacific Ocean, it certainly isn’t oil? And how deep is the ocean there anyway; three, four kilometers?”


Peel watched them both to gauge their reactions. Zoe was surprised by the question, although she hid it well. Henbest showed no emotion whatsoever.


“We have many oil platforms in the Pacific, can you be more specific?”


“I have longitude and latitude if you wish, but we both know which platform I’m talking about so please, let’s not waste each other’s time.”


The rich man’s eyes narrowed slightly, his first real response to show through his highly polished persona. “Where did you get this information?”


“Jordan met with a contact while he was here. I met with that same man today.”


“Who is it?” Zoe asked, reaching for a pen and pad of paper from the desk.


“I’m not going to tell you. I’m not ready to burn that bridge just yet, but I will tell you that I know the contact’s reliable.”


“If he’s Jordan’s contact how did you get in touch with him?” Zoe asked.


“You should know, Zoe, the spy game is essentially very small. There are only so many good sources of intel in any given location. The further removed from the big players, the fewer the sources. Suffice to say that when you’re in Lima there are perhaps three people worth contacting. I got lucky with number two on my list.”


“Then how come I didn’t know of this person?” she challenged.


“You haven’t played the game as long as Jordan or I.” Peel saw that he had stung Zoe, but he had to sell the lie.


“You’ve never been to Peru before?”


“Not officially,” he lied.


“Well okay then,” Henbest interjected, “What did your source have to say about Jordan?”


Peel was relived; given time Zoe would have uncovered his deceit. “That he was scarier than usual and that he was determined to burn Centaurus and anyone connected to it. Now, I’ve got to ask, why is that?”


“How should I know?”


“Because Jordan is many things, but stupid and crazy are not two words I’d use to describe him. What did he find out about your company that got him so royally pissed off at you?”


Henbest glanced at the old book resting on the podium. A gesture that did not escape Peel’s, nor Zoe’s, attention.


Zoe spoke up. “I told you Harrison, Jordan has gone off the reservation. We have no idea what set him off, but he’s causing trouble for one of my nation’s most important—”


Peel cut her off. “No offense, Zoe, but you haven’t told me anything. You’ve kept me in the dark, and I can understand that, I really can, but now I need to know more if I’m going to help you find Jordan.”


Peel turned from the upset woman back towards the CEO who seemed to be analyzing him as he spoke. “Now Mr. Henbest, no more games, just tell me the truth.”


Peel stood, walked over to the book on the podium feeling that it was somehow related to everything unfolding in this farce of a manhunt. It was an old book, probably pre-Twentieth Century judging by its binding and discolored pages, and open to a page towards the back. On the right was script in Latin with the occasional Chinese characters that Peel could not read. On the left was an illustration of a pre-industrial Chinese man walking into what looked to be a box made up of puzzle pieces. The man looked oddly familiar, but Peel couldn’t place him. Below the man, a procession of many replications of same man walked from that box.


Henbest joined Peel, stared lovingly at the book. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”


“What is it?”


“That is a rare Eighteenth Century translation of the R’lyeh Text, an ancient book penned in China. If you believe such things, the original was penned in a time before recorded history.”


“Perhaps.” Peel stared at the picture more closely. “And this is?”


“The book refers to the puzzle box that is as the gateway to a thousand, thousand replications. An Infinite Replicator, one could call it.”


Peel couldn’t help noticing that Henbest was excited about the illustration, like a doll collector noticing a rare doll just out of reach, which would complete his collection. “What has Centaurus gotten involved with that would set a very dangerous man like Jordan off on an unsanctioned killing spree?” Peel asked, getting the conversation back to where he wanted it.


Henbest thought about it for a moment then answered with a smile, “What else? Weapons of course. Ms. Isles said you were an expert on Code-89s, or ESBs, or whatever you Company people want to call them. Well there’s something down there, deep in the ocean, and we want to utilize it for national defense. And it’s not three or four kilometers under the water either.”


“You know, whenever humans try to meddle with things from beyond our world, no good comes from it.”


Henbest smiled, “The same could have been said about the Manhattan Project, but just as many people, if not more, now realize that what it gave to us was a necessary evil. And yes, while there have been dangers associated with nuclear weapons, the threat of mutually assured destruction has been one of biggest deterrents to war for the last sixty years.”


“Surly you can’t compare the two. Splitting the atom was a scientific property that once understood could be repeated with relative safety and predictable results. The ESBs are things beyond our comprehension. Living, thinking things, with alien minds we can’t possibly hope to understand. By their very nature they are unpredictable and to think that you can control those forces is ludicrous.”


“So is the United States to be the only nation not investigating the weapon potential of that alien technology? Do you think China, Russia, North Korea, or even our allies like Britain, France, and yes, even your own country hasn’t invested in similar research for years?”

“But we’re not talking about other countries right now; we’re talking about what you’re doing. And you’re doing so not out of national pride or security, no matter how much you would like to think that you are, but out of the eternal quest for higher profits for your company.” Peel knew he was getting angry but he just couldn’t help himself. The CEO’s naiveté was dangerous. He had seen it all before and the fact that it always ended in misery both scared and angered him. “What about those Pacific island nations wiped off the surface of the Earth by freak tidal waves?”


Henbest had become red-faced and trembling. “You’re clutching at straws now, Peel. No way is that related to any operation Centaurus is conducting.” At last his careful mask had slipped the tiniest bit. Upon realizing this, he took a moment to collect himself before continuing. “Mr. Peel, I realize this upsets you, and with good reason. You are correct, the work we are doing is dangerous but it is under control. It is however being made more dangerous by Jordan attacking my company, not less so. Also, I believe you are a realist, so you must know that once this discovery was made someone was bound to explore it.”


Henbest walked closer to Peel. “Please allow me to show you firsthand what we are doing out on the oil platform. That Centaurus has the best people in the world to deal with it safely and that we are taking every precaution to do just that.”


Peel was surprised at the offer and instantly wary. “What?” he asked, trying to give himself time to think.


“It’s very simple, I’ll fly you and Ms. Isles out to the platform, have my people there show you everything, and then you can decide if you would want to help us safeguard it from a misguided man bent on attacking us.”


Peel sat in silence for a long moment, weighing his options. He could be close to getting some real answers, or he could be walking into a trap. If it was a trap, considering the number of agents around him, could he even avoid it now?


“We fly out to Easter Island, then by seaplane the rest of the way.”


Feeling that something was terribly wrong he looked to Zoe. She nodded, mouthed that everything would be okay.


Immediately Peel said yes to the offer because he didn’t think he had a choice and soon after came the smiles and handshakes. He did his best to play along. He was then shown to the office door, told to pack and get ready to leave first thing in the morning, and then by way of an awkward pause told to leave.


Zoe was asked to stay behind for a moment just to make some ‘last minute arrangements’ and that caused the hairs on Peel’s neck to rise. It was too late now, he’d do what he always did, play the cards dealt him and wish for the best, for whatever that was worth.


 




* * *




The KGB died in 1991, but like the monster it was, it didn’t stay dead. Since it was officially disbanded after the fall of the Soviet Union it had been renamed and reorganized several times, but at its heart it had remained the same. The duties of the old KGB were divided between two organizations. Internal affairs became the FSB, or the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation. Those that spied on Mother Russia’s external enemies belonged to the SVR, the Foreign Intelligence Service. Different names but many of the same people and most of the old tricks were still being used. Thankfully for Jordan the old safe houses, regardless of who now claimed them, were still intact as well.


He had gone to the KGB safe house in Lima and found it locked up, unmanned, and practically mothballed. But just in case any of the new generation of Russian agents needed help it was still partially stocked. Once inside he had ignored the various weapons and explosives, he already had all that he needed and such things were easy enough to come by in South America, and instead picked up a small metal suitcase and nothing more.


Returning to his new apartment overlooking the Jorge Chávez International Airport, Jordan kept an eye out the window where he could see a private jet getting ready for flight, and an ear towards the suitcase at his feet. He was waiting for the satellite phone inside it to ring.


He had first tried the phone four hours ago, but got no signal at all. Hoping that the relay satellites were simply out of sync, or on a different rotation schedule since the last time he had to call Mother Russia, and not just floating space junk like so much of the USSR’s old equipment. Jordan tried the phone every twenty minutes. After five attempts he got a ring tone, but no answer. On his next call someone picked up. The voice on the other end was male, older, sounded very tired, and spoke Russian with a slight Ukrainian accent. Jordan in kind switched to Russian and told him that his name was Yegor and recited a code number that was probably years out of date.


Jordan wasn’t happy about that, but with all the work he’d been doing in the Middle East and South America over the last few years it had been some time since he’d updated his Russian cover. Luckily, the ‘Yegor’ persona was much like Jordan himself, a sort of freelance agent that would disappear for long periods of time on some assignment or another. Jordan hoped that whomever he was talking to recognized that the first three numbers of the code he had given was an old KGB prefix for just such an agent. After he had given the code, he was asked to repeat it, and after he did so the line had gone dead.


Jordan hadn’t called back since. He knew he wasn’t supposed to. Now he just had to wait and hope that someone over there still remembered Yegor and was willing to talk to him. That meant waiting.


With nothing to do he killed time by looking out the window. His boredom paid off when he saw the unmarked CIA Learjet come rolling out of the hanger some four hundred yards away from his ramshackle room.


That had been almost an hour ago and since then Jordan had used binoculars to study the plane, those that prepped it for flight, and what equipment was being loaded inside. While the information he was gathering was mundane, he couldn’t help himself from doing it. Old habits died hard, and besides, it helped him keep his mind off the phone.


As if on cue, the Soviet sat phone rang. Jordan snapped it up without looking and immediately started to speak flawless Russian.


“Yes?”


“Yegor?” a man asked, the voice was recognizable to Jordan, but he couldn’t place the name.


“Yes.”


“June, nineteen-ninety, where were you?”


Jordan had to think for a second and then remembered the bitterly cold mountains and all the blood. “Afghanistan,” he answered.


“No, the Afghan War was over in eighty-nine.”


“Not for us,” Jordan said and smiled for the first time in a long time. “Matvei, is that you?”


“Yes my friend, it is good to hear from you. I had heard you were dead.”


Jordan could hear the smile in the other man’s voice and knew it was genuine. The two were old Spetsnaz comrades. Of course Matvei was a real one and Jordan was simply trained to behave like one, but their friendship had seemed real enough. So much so that Jordan had always dreaded the possibility that he would one day have to kill the man. Happily that day had never come.


“No, not dead,” Jordan had to think of a cover fast, “Just in Chechnya, which is worse.”


“Ah yes, I heard that one about you too. I’ve heard so many things about you, Yegor.”


Was that a hint of something in his voice? Jordan thought to himself. Hoping that he hadn’t heard what he thought he had, he pressed on quickly.


“So how come you call me? You were the last person I expected to be on this phone. When did you join up with the SVR?”


“Well you know what they say,” Matvei then spoke the rest in perfect English, “Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.”


They shared a laugh that seemed real enough.


“So, why do you call now? No one has heard from you in so long.” Matvei asked.


“I know things and I need to speak to others that know more.”


“But where have you been, really?”


Once again, Jordan could hear doubt in the voice of his old drinking buddy. He had to play his part out perfectly.


“I was making rent.”


“Ah…” was all that Matvei said and then left a bulging, nine-month-long pregnant pause hanging between them.


Since the collapse of Soviet Union many Russians had fallen on hard times, including the men and woman of it’s largely bankrupt military and intelligence services. More than a few ex-patriots of the Motherland had taken outside jobs to make ends meet. Weapons dealing, organized crime, mercenary work, these were the top three choices for men like Matvei and Yegor. Such things were actually expected of them. As long as they never did anything to harm Russia, or if they did, as long as they hid it well, such freelancers could still find work if Mother Russia needed them, or if they had something to offer her.


“Yes, we all have to make rent now and then.” Matvei broke the long silence at last. “So, what do you know?”


“Something that the Americans are doing in the Pacific, something I’m sure that others would want to know about, and probably stop.”


“How good is your info?”


 “Dovgan,” Jordan answered with the name of a vodka brand the two had always loved.


Matvei softly chucked before replying,
“Well, I’ll pass it along. Can’t say when, or if you’ll get an answer, but keep the phone with you just in case.”


“I will, and Matvei, thanks for calling back.”


There was a soft sigh then, “What are old comrades for?” before the line went dead.


Jordan closed the case, placed it on the floor, and was about to get up from the window to make himself something to eat when he spied someone familiar down by the plane that caused him to grin again.


It was Harrison Peel, walking and talking briskly with Ms. Isles of the CIA. Jordan picked up the binoculars to study them.


“Well Peel, where are you off to? Not after me, I haven’t done anything yet.” Jordan whispered to himself.


He then noticed the casual way the American woman placed a hand on the Australian’s arm.


Peel, what have you gotten yourself into? He thought as he watched the two boarded the jet.


A fast, dark movement on the airfield then caught his eye. A black sedan sped up to the plane, out of which a very serious looking man came, striding towards the jet. Jordan also recognized this man and that caused him to take his eyes from the binoculars to glance at the sniper rifle he had sitting in the corner of this room.


Jordan’s first thought was to grab the Dragunov rifle and give the latecomer a 7.62 lobotomy. At just over four hundred yards he was confident that he could bull’s-eye the target, but doing so would undoubtedly set off a chain event of very bad things. First it would tell his hunters not only that he was still in Lima, but his general distance and direction. More importantly, if that man was there to do what Jordan feared he was there for, then shooting him would erase any lingering doubts the CIA might have had about Peel’s and Jordan’s loyalty to each other. In which case taking out an immediate threat would do nothing to save the Aussie.


Jordan went over his options as he watched the man get onto the jet, the boarding stairs rise up, and the door close. He could leave Peel a message on the website they used to communicate, but there was no telling when Harrison would check it. Direct computer to computer or phone contact was out of the question because Jordan was sure the CIA were monitoring everything coming in to or out of that jet. Besides, if they even got a hint that Jordan and Peel were working together, say by him getting an unexpected call from someone in Lima, then it would have the same consequences as if Jordan had used the sniper rifle.


Jordan looked down at the Russian satellite phone. He could use that and any trace the CIA would run would show that the call came from a Russian satellite and not from Peru. Doing so would mean having to lose the sat phone or risk having the Langley wiz kids being able to track him with it. Jordan couldn’t risk that right now, the phone was his only link to the Russians.


Then it came to him, Jordan had a contact in the NSA that owed him. If he could get in touch with her, she could bounce his call to any location he wished. Australia, for example, so perhaps Big Brother might believe it was a family emergency call or some such thing. If they bought that just for a little while it might be enough.


With no other options, Jordan picked up his cell phone and dialed the United States.


 




* * *


 




Once the seat-belt lights went off, Harrison’s phone began to ring. Retrieving it from his pocket and checking the Caller ID, he saw an unfamiliar number from Sydney, Australia. Flipping the phone open, Peel said hello without any trace of surprise. Hiding his feelings was second nature in his profession, especially when being scrutinized by someone he didn’t trust completely, as was sadly now the case with Zoe Isles who sat across from him.


“I’m someone you know. This is an emergency call. You have to take it.” A voice recognizable as Jordan’s said on the other end.


“Ok, just a second,” Peel said into the phone before turning to Zoe, “Family call. There’s been some sort of problem and I have to take this real quick.”


The CIA agent sat motionless for a second doing her best statue impression before pointing towards the back of the jet. “Sure, you can take the call in the conference room if you like.”


Peel offered a quick smile as he rose to his feet. Once he was moving down the jet’s aisle he said back into the phone, “Okay, I’m back. What’s the trouble?”


“Can you talk freely?” Jordan asked.


“Almost,” Harrison said as he stepped into the conference room and closed its door behind him. “So what is this about?”


“Did you notice a new face on the jet with you now, someone you haven’t seen around before?”


Peel thought about it, running through a checklist of everyone he had taken note of when the jet had taken off.


“About one hundred and ninety centimeters, early forties, thinning blond hair, right-handed, wearing a nice gray suite, well tailored to hide the gun under his left arm.” Peel said as much to himself as he did to Jordan as he plucked the man from his memory.


“That’s him.” Jordan confirmed. “Now listen, he’s black ops, like me. Very black. I’ve run into him on occasion. Name’s Carter. My kind always travels alone, never with the company. It helps with the whole plausible deniability thing. If he’s on your plane now there’s a reason for it. Now Peel, did you give anyone cause to make you that reason?”


“I confronted Henbest. It was the only way I could think of to get information quickly. Tell me, do you know anything about a book called The R’lyeh Text?”


“No, how do you spell it?”


Peel told him.


“I’ll check it out. You should also follow up this with your contact in North Africa. If anyone knows anything about it, I suspect he will.”


Peel knew to whom Jordan referred immediately, although neither would say his name over a line that could potentially be compromised. “Good point. I’ll contact him when I can.”


“Getting back to our current situation, did you tip your hand about us?” Jordan asked.


“No. Henbest offered to show me what his company is doing out on the oil platform. I was hoping he was sizing me up for a job offer, to pay for my silence, you know what these corporate types are like.”


“Well the kind of specialty man Carter is, he’s not there for extra security or muscle. He’s there to eliminate someone and you’re the prime target. I would guess that Henbest decided your assistance wasn’t worth the extra liability.”


Peel looked over his shoulder, half expecting the assassin to be sneaking upon him already. “I agree. How will this likely go down?”


“If you land in an area they control it’ll happen there or soon after. Or if they want to get creative they can do you in the plane and drop you in the ocean. That way you just vanish.”


“Jordan, you can’t open the doors of a jet while it’s in flight.”


“Yes you can if the plane comes down low enough and the crew depressurize the cabin. Afterwards you close everything up, pressurize the plane again, and climb back up to cruising altitude.”


“Why would anyone go to all that trouble?” Peel asked and felt the first pangs of nerves starting to hit him. “Okay, maybe I’m starting to get it now. Sloppy tradecraft on my behalf.”


“Let’s say there was once a Brit on loan to us from MI6. He was an expert on the cults that worshiped the things from the other side. He was also working for the Chinese, not for money, but to gain access to their Code-89-type projects. I guess the old guy became obsessed with chasing monsters, it happens. Anyway the powers that be decided he knew too many of our secrets to allow him to share any more with anyone else. Problem was he was a foreign national, not to mention MI6’s property and we try to play nice with them when we can. So on a CIA controlled flight from New York to London he just vanished, and as you know, in our world if something can’t be verified then nothing ever happened.”


“And you know this how?”


“I made him vanish,” Jordan said frankly. “Now I just wanted to impress on you the very real and immediate danger you could be in. Have I made that impression?”


“Quite.”


“Good, are you packing any of the guns I gave you?”


Peel patted his abdomen, feeling the slightly uncomfortable bulge. “One, I’ve got the Walther.”


“Is it too much to hope for that it’s loaded with hollow points?”


“No it’s not. I didn’t have time to secure specialized ammo, and not in Peru where I have no contacts. South America is your backyard, not mine.”


“Okay. Keep it close and if something goes down, aim for center mass and chose your shots carefully. If a round goes through a target, or if you miss you could put a hole in the fuselage and if you’re still high up—”


“Yes, I was just thinking about that.” Harrison interrupted him as he looked out of one of the jet’s windows. The clouds were far beneath them, so they were very high up indeed. That meant the cabin would be highly pressurized and the chaos caused by a sudden leak would be extreme.


Peel waited for Jordan to say something more, but after a long moment of silence he looked at his phone and saw that he was no longer connected. He had zero signal. He wondered if his phone had just dropped the call, or had the CIA techs cut the call short for some reason. In this game technical faults were rarely random occurrences.


Placing the phone back in his pocket he unbuttoned his shirt. Beneath it was a long, puckered scare where years ago extra-dimensional beings had removed his stomach to force him to do their bidding. When everything was over, he received a new alien made stomach and an extra, disgusting bonus. The scar that held Peel’s guts together could be opened if squeezed in just the right way. Once opened, it allowed easy access to his re-attached stomach, as well as a meaty pouch off to the side that could be used to store small objects. Whatever the aliens had done to him it had been neat and clean, with a transparent and impenetrable skin over his other organs so the wound never bled when opened and he never got an infection. While his belly pouch was admittedly repulsive, it allowed Peel to smuggle items in a way that no one could find, save for x-raying him.


Into that abdomen cavity Peel reached and felt two foreign objects. He grabbed the larger of the two and pulled out the Walther PPK that Jordan gave him. As he checked the weapon he remembered Jordan making several kangaroo jokes at his expense during their long hike out of the jungles of Venezuela. He had said that of all the people in the world to get a pouch in their belly, it just had to be an Aussie.


Smiling despite the situation, Harrison pocked the pistol, closed up his stomach flap, buttoned up his shirt, and left the conference room to go back to his seat.


What happened next happened fast.


The man called Carter was every bit as lethal as Jordan suggested. He came from behind and off Peel’s left as quiet and quick as a panther and before Harrison could react, the man was behind him. The killer’s left arm snaked around Peel’s neck while his right waited to hook it up and apply pressure.


Peel recognized the move as a chokehold called ‘the sleeper’ because it could knock a man unconscious in seconds. His instincts told him to tuck his chin down fast, and he did so, but the assassin was well trained. He locked up the hold and instantly started trying to worm his forearm under Peel’s chin to complete move that would cut the flow of blood to the brain and cause a black out in moments.


“Keep Isles with the techs ‘til I’m done with him.” Carter said to a CIA agent that stood in the aisle watching the struggle. The agent nodded and quickly made his way to the front of the jet as the assassin walked backwards, back into the open conference room, dragging Peel along with him.


Peel kept his chin down. He didn’t bother to claw at his attacker’s arm; he knew it would do no good. Instead he tried for the automatic in his front pocket, but because the killer had him from behind and was now lifting him nearly off his feet, Peel’s pants were pulled so tight that he could only get a few fingertips into the pocket’s opening. He knew that with time he could probably pull the gun, but he didn’t time to spare.


He did, however, have one more desperate option.


Harrison tore at his shirt and then at the scar on his belly beneath it. In doing so, he scratched himself bad enough to bleed, but after a few frantic moments the alien pouch opened. Shoving his hand inside he felt his stomach, slick and bulging, and then what he was after; the other foreign object he had smuggled away inside himself. Pulling it out, Peel smashed it against the face of his attacker.


Carter muttered a curse the first time Peel hit him with the slimy, hard thing in his hand. He tucked his own head down best he could in an attempt to shield his face from further blows, but his constrictor-like arms never let up.


It had been only moments since the attack began, but Peel’s vision was already starting to go fuzzy and he could hear the trapped blood boom like thunder in his ears with the echo of his racing heart. While he had faced death many times before it was never as close or intimate as it was now. He had no delusions of what Carter would do to him once he blacked out, so with a snarl he brought his hand back up with all his remaining strength. He felt the object in his hand strike solidly against Carter’s face, then it shattered and his palm was suddenly in pain.


The man behind him let out a single word, “Bitch!” before his screaming started. Instantly the arm was removed from around Harrison’s throat and Peel crumpled nearly unconscious to the floor.


As for the American killer, he clawed at his face with both hands. He took several unsteady steps in various directions and never stopped screaming, even after the blood began to flow like a running faucet from between his fingers and over his expensive suit. Even after Cater dropped to his knees and the cries of pain were reduced to gurgling, wet sounds, he continued to do his best to scream.


Peel used that time to clamber upon one knee and with a shaky hand he rubbed his swollen throat. His face was bright red and his left eye had blood in it due to burst blood vessels from the chokehold. His tongue felt thick and dry and he could still hear the thunderous beating of his pulse in his ears.


Standing now, he drew the Walther from his pocket, chambered a round, and turned to look at Carter.


The man was quite simply a mess. The assassin was sprawled out on his back, one leg kicked out, the other tucked underneath him, and he was quiet at last. But he wasn’t yet completely still. His arms and legs jittered and twitched despite the four inch hole that bore through the center of man’s face. He was obviously dead, just all the parts of his body had yet to receive the memo.


Harrison looked at his wounded and bleeding hand. Small shards of glass were embedded in his palm from the vial that Jordan had given him in Lima. That vial had once housed a tiny, shapeless creature of white goo inside it. Peel had been attempting to transport the alien thing without the CIA watchdogs finding it. That meant using his secret abdomen pouch, even if the idea of smuggling a hostile life form inside his body had been a frightening one. He had wanted to bring the creature with him in case he needed to show proof to his superiors of Centarus’ dangerous operations. Using the jar and the thing inside it as a weapon was the act of a desperate man. The small, now obviously highly corrosive, slime beast could have just as easily attacked Peel’s hand as it had Carter’s face.


Harrison once again looked down at the ruined mushy pulp that had been Carter’s face and a small pang of guilt rose within him. Killing a man was one thing, letting something like that monstrosity bore its way into someone was quite another. Still, the phrase ‘better you than me’ came to Peel’s mind as he turned towards the conference room’s door. He had to set his mind to figuring out some way he could leave this jet alive, and right now that wasn’t looking very good.


As if waiting for the most ironic moment to happen, horrible bubbling and tearing sounds started to erupt from the corpse behind him. Peel’s realized that his odds, however poor before, had just gotten a whole lot worse.


Not wanting to, but unable to help himself, Harrison Peel turned around. He had a good guess of what he’d see before he did, but he had to see it with his own eyes if he had any chance of escaping it.


Sure enough, the once tiny creature of slime had devoured most of Carter’s insides, turning the man into a hollowed-out shell that it had just burst out of. Now the thing had the mass equivalent of a large man and Peel knew from previous experiences that such things were always hungry for more.


The pulsating thing began to form dripping tentacles out from its center mass. Each ropy appendage soon sprouted one or more gnashing mouths along their surface. At first the tentacles flailed around wildly. The beast was essentially a newborn and it had to become accustomed to the world. Soon enough it sent two tentacles to wrap around the legs of the nearby conference table, perhaps in an effort to pull itself along. It never got the chance. The wooden legs smoked and sizzled at the creature’s touch and quickly snapped in half. The whole of the beast seemed to be coated in an incredibly powerful acid that was fast dissolving anything in contact with it.


Peel knew it was time to leave.


He opened the conference room’s door, quickly went through it, and then slammed it behind him, hoping that it would buy him a few moments at best. Turning, he saw Zoe Isles and two male CIA agents moving down the aisle towards him. Both of the men had their guns drawn and Zoe wore a grim mask of determination on her face. He felt the jet lurch, realized that it was descending, perhaps in response to whatever the creature was doing to the jet’s systems.


Peel’s first instincts were to shoot both the men, their ready weapons made them immediate threats. But something inside him stayed his hand and instead all he could think to do was to ask a question. “Tell me Zoe, did you know why Carter was here?”


Zoe stopped in her tracks, gave Peel a pained look. Harrison’s usually accurate ability to size someone up was muddied by his emotions. He simply didn’t want to believe what he saw in the woman’s eyes before him. Yes, she had known, and maybe she didn’t approve of it, but she had allowed it to happen nonetheless.


Peel’s gun hand began to rise on its own. His question answered, a calm clarity filled him. He would do what he always did; whatever it took to survive. Yet, with Zoe’s forehead in his line of sight, he still couldn’t squeeze the trigger.


Before he, or the CIA agents in front of him, could fire, the door at Peel’s back burst open and a bubbling nightmare surged forth. The creature had quickly learned how to move without the aid of grasping the fragile objects in the human world. It rolled forth like a large snowball from hell, using its bulk and a changing center of gravity to pull it along.


The three Americans were not as accustomed to staring down cosmic-spawned abominations as Peel was, so while he quickly dove to one side of the rolling mass, the others stood frozen in terror. It took the thing running into the lead CIA agent and quickly engulfing him to spur Zoe and her remaining subordinate into action.


As the screams of the dissolving CIA man filled the plane, Zoe stepped back, reaching for the automatic pistol at her side, and putting the other man between the shapeless monstrosity and herself. That other agent also snapped out of his stupor and began to dutifully fire round after round into the creature, all to no effect.


Peel could have told the brave but foolish man that guns would do little good against the beast. After several firsthand experiences with such monsters he knew that amorphous creatures such as it simply didn’t have any internal organs to burst with bullets, bones to break, or muscles to tear. Shooting at a huge, sentient pile of pudding would have had the same effect.


Yes Peel could have told the man that, but he knew the gesture would be useless. The agent was doomed, as was everyone on the plane. No weapon any of them had would stop the beast, so if it didn’t just eat everyone on board, the acid that covered it would eventually breach the fuselage and cause explosive depressurization that would most likely bring the jet crashing down into the Pacific. So with that in mind, Peel stepped up from where he had dove out of the way of the creature and looked towards the front of the plane.


“What the hell have you done, Harrison?” Zoe screamed at him.


He grabbed her arm, dragged her towards the front of the airplane.


“Peel?”


“We’re getting out of here.”


The creature was wrapping sizzling tentacles around the head of the CIA man. That man continued to pull the trigger on his empty weapon as his face started to dissolve and his eyes melted away.


“Where are we, Zoe?”


“Probably about to cross over into the Pacific, any moment now.”


“That’s not good.”


The lights dimmed. The engine spluttered. The creature’s acid was already decimating the airplane’s systems.


“Well it’s just gotten a whole lot worse.” Zoe screamed at him. It seemed the moment where they were about to kill each other was forgotten.


Peel had seen an emergency closet towards the front door. Still holding onto Zoe, they ran towards it despite the lurching interior. Inside he saw a first aid kit, a flare gun, and more importantly life vests, a quick-inflating raft, and parachutes. He slipped on a parachute, passed one to Zoe.


Before she could take it the plane lurched suddenly and violently, throwing them both off their feet. Peel and Zoe barely managed to hold onto chairs as the rear of the Learjet fell away, dragging the acidic white blob with it. They might have mercifully escaped the creature, but unfortunately that also meant they only had half a plane left to them.


Air rushed around them. Everything in the emergency closet vanished with the howling winds.


“Harrison!” Suddenly Zoe was gone, sucked out into the cold thin air.


Peel let go of the chair, allowed himself to fall through the wreckage of the Learjet. He’d jumped just in time, the airplane had lost its upward momentum, and was falling with him.


Strapping the parachute to him so it was secure, Peel shaped himself like an arrow so he would fall faster. Zoe was below him, a dozen meters or so closer to the earth, screaming. Further below, kilometers earthwards, the border between the desert coast and the frigid Pacific Ocean awaited.


The air was thin, it was hard to breathe. Peel dived and screamed at Zoe to increase her surface area to slow her decent, but his words were lost in the howling winds. Yet somehow he was gaining on her. As their gap decreased Zoe hadn’t seemed to have noticed him, or was too distressed to respond.


“Zoe!” he screamed. He didn’t want to lose her. He couldn’t lose her, despite everything.


Somehow, she heard him.


The ground was rushing up at them at an incredible speed.


She caught his eye. “Harrison!” she screamed, reaching out a hand.


Peel caught her, held her tight.


“Don’t you let me die! Don’t you let me die!”


“I won’t. I promise.”


Peel was swept away by a torrential wave of cold, salty water. Hundreds of corpses were washing over him, threatening to drown him. Every single corpse was Jordan, thousands upon thousands of them, falling upon him as the dead weights that they were. They were tangling him, smothering him.


Peel remembered where he really was.


He pulled the ripcord, tore himself away from the corpses and return into cold, high altitude air.


Zoe was falling still, but hundreds of meters beyond him now.


 




4. Moscow



 



 




It had been twenty-three days since Jordan had last spoken to Peel and tried to warn him about the assassin on his jet. Twenty-three days, and nothing but silence since. The chances were high that the Australian was dead and that upset Jordan more than he would have thought possible. Loosing brothers in arms was a given in his profession, but as much as he’d never admit it, Harrison Peel was one of the few people Jordan had marked down under the friend column in the mental rolodex he kept in his mind. If he was gone that left only three names on that list without big red lines drawn through them.


Currently that third name was sitting across from him, field stripping and cleaning his AN-94 rifle. Not that he needed to, but simply out of boredom. Sixteen days cooped up on a submarine waiting to kill something will do that to you. Jordan just hoped that Matvei wasn’t on this boat waiting to kill him.


Jordan wasn’t a betting man but if he had to place the odds that he would soon be feeling the business end of Matvei’s keepsake Khyber knife, a prize he claimed from a dead tribal chief in Afghanistan, he’d have to say it was even money. It was only little things. A look, a strained silence, and nothing more but Jordan lived and died by his ability to read people and what he was reading from the Russian wasn’t good.


It had started when Jordan arrived in Vladivostok, after bouncing from Lima to Mexico City then to Honolulu and finally one last layover in Tokyo. As soon as his Aeroflot flight landed, Matvei was there with a big grin on his face, a bear hug to welcome him, two tickets to Moscow, a bottle of Dovgan vodka, and questions, lots and lots of questions. Oh the Russian asked them over drinks, with a smile or a laugh, but he would ask the same questions four different ways spread over their eight-hour flight. Jordan knew interrogation techniques enough to know when he was being asked them. Popular myth says that interrogations involved rubber hoses, bright lights in the eyes, or the most recent favorite; waterboarding. The truth was it was more productive to obtain reliable information simply by asking the same questions, phrased differently, over a period of time and comparing the answers. Plying the jetlagged interrogated party with premium Russian Vodka only made it harder for him to remember his lies.


Luckily for Jordan, lying was as easy as breathing.


Once in Moscow, and going on hour thirty-eight since he last slept, Jordan was whisked away by Matvei in a waiting car with two serious, and seriously large men to Yasenevo and the SVR headquarters to answer even more questions.


“Old school?” Jordan asked his friend.


Matvei was sardonic when he said, “Does a bear shit in the forest?”


Jordan shrugged.


“It has to be this way, my friend. You’ve been gone too long. There are gaps in your story.”


The two men muscled Jordan inside. He was taken downstairs, where it was dark and the cold tiled walls would ensure that no screams or begs for mercy ever reached the streets above, were ordinary Russians went about the ordinary business of just living.


Jordan was made to strip. When he was naked and his body probed and examined, and his clothes torn to shreds, he was allowed to dress in overalls. He was then told to sit, and the questions began.


There were no smiles, laughs, or vodka this time, just grim looks and implied threats. The crux of the matter was that Jordan, as ex-Spetsnaz freelance agent ‘Yegor’, had been out of touch for an uncomfortably long time. His sudden return to the fold had raised questions.


Once again, Jordan used lies like Michelangelo used paints. He first started off strong, but knowing that the questions wouldn’t stop until he gave them something, he purposely began to show signs of exhaustion and let slip a few conflicting stories. After two more hours of what the SVR men jokingly called ‘debriefing’, Jordan began to hint that there might be things he was hiding to whet their appetites. Then to throw the hounds off the real scent, he admitting that he had done a few jobs for the Russian mafia in the United States which was a good start, but the SVR spooks wanted more. So Jordan made a desperation call that he knew would either end with a Makarov being put to the back of his head, or it would satisfy the interrogators that they had found the dirt they were looking for. He played the part of the broken man and told them that he had sold some small arms to Chechen terrorists while he was there killing the very same people for Mother Russia. Afterwards he waited to see what would happen next.


The SVR men believed the lie. Considering that Jordan didn’t get his brains blown out, they seemed to take his confession in their stride. They actually thanked him for his honesty, said they would let their superiors know everything, and finally let him get some sleep. It was a cold dark cell with only stained woolen blanket to keep him warm, but it was enough.


The next day he was given proper clothes, Russian cut. He was taken upstairs, into an office where the big shots from the SVR, Russian Military Intelligence, and GRU awaited him. There was also one old man amongst the mix that Yegor wasn’t supposed to know, but Jordan did. His name was General Alexey Nikonov and he headed up a secretive branch of the GRU called SV-8, Special Department Eight.


“Hello, Yegor. You’ve been keeping yourself busy I see,” Nikonov’s raspy voice sounded like his tongue was scraping across sand paper. “So busy, I’d say, that coming back to the homeland now would not have suited your interests.”


Jordan said nothing. He knew who GRU SV-8 really were, the Soviet era flipside to the unnamed organization that Jordan unofficially worked for now. In short, they were the Kremlin’s monster hunters. Jordan had no idea why Nikonov, a relic of the coldest of wars, was at the meeting, as Jordan had purposely kept otherworldly details out of his story. He was also surprised to see that GRU SV-8 was still active, as most Washington think-tankers had written them off when the Soviet Union imploded. He would have to report to someone that they were still around, if he lived that long.


Once more Jordan fed the Russians lies and half-truths. He had to get them interested in what Centaurus was doing out on the oil rig in the middle of the Pacific, but he didn’t want to confuse them, or entice General Nikonov with tales of extraterrestrial bioweapons. So instead he used the threat of manmade bioweapons in the form of an experimental virus based off of a newly discovered sea cucumber. Jordan was particularly proud of the sea cucumber angle, it sounded just crazy enough to be plausible.


“I don’t believe you,” Nikonov kept saying. “What is it, Jordan, that you are not telling us.”


For a second Jordan thought he heard Nikonov use his American code name. It took every effort not to react to a word he wasn’t even sure he had imagined.


“I’m telling you everything.”


Nikonov stared at Jordan, waited. When Jordan did not react he said, “But why are you telling us this? Why is it important?”


“I came across some intel about the bioweps while working as a mercenary for a private military company, you know, a PMC. They were providing security for Centaurus operations in Iraq.” Jordan told them an abridged version of the real events. He even spun his own bombing of the orphanage as the Americans’ doing, a scorched earth response to a viral outbreak in one of their top secret test laboratories.


Jordan, as Yegor, next said that when he discovered this he knew Russia would want to know about it. Also, he was willing to oversee the investigation to its conclusion, provided he would be well compensated and that his past transgressions against the Motherland would be forgiven. All that he would need would be a submarine and a crew to get him to the oil platform.


“I see,” said Nikonov stroking his chin.


They left him alone for a while after that. An hour later, maybe two, only Nikonov returned. “Some of your story checks out, Yegor.”


“Of course it would.”


“What does check out is of very much interest to SV-8.”


Niokonov left him again, told Jordan to wait while senior intelligence directors discussed the matter. Three hours after that he was called into a conference room. He was a bit unnerved to see Matvei had joined the proceedings.


Nikonov smiled at Jordan. “We have good news my friend. We believe your story. We are going to secure you on board one of our 877 Paltus submarines.”


Jordan knew the type Nikonov referred to, the 877 Paltus was what the US Navy calls the Kilo Class, and required a minimal crew to man it.


“Your old friend Matvei will accompany you. Who knows you better, hey Yegor?”


Jordan had to admit he wasn’t too happy about that last bit, but he knew Yegor would be, so he played the part. “That is very warming news indeed, sir.”


It was indicated that Jordan was to leave now. Matvei would take him to a GRU safe house until morning, when they flew out. But before Jordan could take a single step, Nikonov had his wrinkled yet powerful grip around Jordan’s muscular bicep, halting him.


“Yegor,” Nikonov licked his dried lips, “this expedition you would have us fund, would it have anything to do with all those Pacific cities that have suffered devastation of late?”


“City’s sir?”


“Petropavolvsk-Kamchatskiy, Guayaquil, Auckland, Suva, Honolulu, and a dozen other cities rimming the Pacific. Millions are dead, or missing.”


Jordan swallowed hard. “Millions?” The situation was escalating into a disaster he couldn’t even comprehend.


“In the last few days, since we picked you up, something like six million people have died. The strangest thing of all; there have been no tidal waves. There have been no earthquakes.”


The singularity, Jordan thought. It was happening as Harrison Peel said it would. The laws of physics, time and space were breaking down, and this was probably only the tip of the iceberg.


“Yegor?”


“I didn’t know General.” He was too stunned to say anything but how he really felt. “I didn’t know it was that bad.”


“It’s probably going to get worse too.” Then the SV-8 General disappeared without further explanation.


And so Jordan found himself trapped inside an 877 Paltus submarines with Matvei, bound for the heart of the Pacific Ocean, wondering who would kill who first.


 




5. Marrakech



 



 




Peel stood under shade of the villa roof in his friend’s house, Jamal Al Hazard, enjoying a beer. The view through his sunglasses against the midday glare began with the dense white-washed buildings of the medina, then the ramparts of Marrakech surrounding the old city, date palms and in the far distance the snow capped peaks of the High Atlas. The scene was so peaceful and relaxing, Peel thought it unreal. After all he had experienced he felt he didn’t belong.


Mentally he slapped himself. These kinds of thoughts must mean he was becoming too used to a world of hunting monsters.


Al Hazard’s villa was a home to seemingly hundreds of relaxed and playful cats. They followed Peel everywhere. At this moment two tabbies rubbed against his legs. Another was curled on Peel’s cane chair. He gently pushed it away so he could sit next to Jamal.


Peel had been residing in Jamal’s guest room for a week, hiding from his superiors and the world, and didn’t want to leave. Although he felt guilty relaxing while the planet was falling apart, over the last seven days he came to appreciate that he needed to.


Jamal looked up, smiled kindly. Since Peel’s arrival Jamal had been busy translating Henbest’s copy of The R’lyeh Text. Peel had stolen the old book from Henbest’s penthouse apartment a few days after his near fatal fall from the Learjet.


After several moments of peaceful silence, Peel asked,
“Jamal, how old did you say you were?”


The man looked over his moon-shaped reading glasses. “I didn’t, my friend.”


Peel looked away. “I knew that.”


Jamal appeared to be in his late thirties, slightly younger than Peel. Yet he read the Latin text that was indecipherable to Peel as easily as he decoded the Chinese characters intermingled in the many bizarre and complex drawings which were also known to him. Jamal knew too many languages to be that young.


“How are you feeling today?” Jamal asked, lowering his spectacles and the book to fully engage with his guest.


“You know me,” Peel jested, “always focused on the mission, so personal feelings can be ignored.”


“At least you recognized this behavior.”


Peel coughed out a laugh. “I came for a translation, not a therapy session.”


“Yet you’ve stayed for a week, relaxed as I suggested you should.”


Peel shrugged, he had no worthy response. “Can you tell me, Jamal, what this Infinite Replicator is? That is what Ben Henbest is so keen to discover. I’m certain he thinks it’s in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, of all places.”


Jamal sipped his mint tea, took a long moment to savor its taste, enjoying it as if he’d never tasted it before. “You cared about Zoe.”


At the mention of Zoe, Peel felt overcome with anger, yet he contained his frustration. Jamal and he went back many years. The man was a mentor, a spiritual guide even though Peel didn’t believe in the human notion of greater divine powers. Jamal was the one man on the planet who could help Peel see through the murkiness of his own character flaws and help him clarify his thoughts. With Jamal, Peel found he could see the world, and himself, as they really were.


Of course it didn’t hurt that Jamal seemed to know more about the history and mythology of the outer dimensional monsters than anyone else Peel had ever met. Yet here they were talking about a woman Peel had barely known and whom he had quickly fallen for.


“Yeah, I did care about Zoe, I guess. I hardly knew her. She was going to have me killed. Did I tell you that?”


The Arabic scholar nodded. “It doesn’t change the fact that you cared about her.”


Peel couldn’t get the image out of his mind, of her falling into the desert, always out of reach. He remembered her flailing, her screaming until the ground rushed up so fast her wails were silenced so very suddenly. He remembered the Learjet crashing near by, incinerated her body with its intense flames. Strangely, perhaps thankfully, there had been no sign of the white amorphous creature.


“People I care about keep dying around me.”


“And now you worry that your friend, Jordan, who you also care about is also dead, or soon will be if you don’t do something to help him.”


For former army major stood, paced. “I get it. I want to save everyone, and I can’t handle it when I can’t help everyone.” Jamal did not respond, so Peel kept talking. “Can you help me, find out what I need to do before me or Jordan drowns in one of these…’singularity breakdowns’ that seem to be plaguing us?”


The image of thousands of dead corpses, each and everyone one of them Jordan, still haunted him regularly. The reality breakdowns hurtling him to that cold, wet place were becoming more frequent. He kept looking for Zoe amongst the faces, perhaps as a distraction or for hope, but she was always absent. It was only Jordan, dying again and again, and again.


“Your friend is not your responsibility. He chose this path, as much as you did.”


Several cats meowed, rubbed Peel’s legs. He couldn’t stand their attention, so he returned to the cane chair, slumped into it. “But I can still do my best, to help him.”


“That is all one can ever do, Harrison. But don’t forget, it is also important, and human, to take time out for yourself.”


“I thank you for your advise, Jamal, but please, tell me something, anything, that might help me understand what is going on here?”


Jamal smiled, turned the old book so that the illegible text faced Peel. “This is a description of an island—well it is more of a continent actually.”


“Called R’lyeh?”


“Yes, a continent that has been hidden under the Pacific Ocean for a very long time, locked between the folds of time and space and dark energy. Inside this island is a tomb, as some ancient prophets might have called it, and there sleeps an alien entity of immense power. My distant ancestor, Abdul Al Ahazard, called him Cthulhu.”


“Cthulhu?”


“You’ve heard the name?”


Peel nodded, “Occasionally in my career. I’ve encountered Taliban terrorists in Pakistan and Afghanistan who muttered allegiance to him. I’ve also heard the name in Africa, from Congolese warlords who shouted the name as a war cry. I thought nothing of it. Or thought maybe I heard something similar, but not actually the same name, each time.”


“You heard correctly. Cthulhu’s worship is global, and ancient. The depraved and the deranged want him released from his prison, hence that mantra. What few understand is that Cthulhu is not really a god, so to speak, but a force of nature. A destructive force of nature.”


“You mean like a gravitational force of nature, or a distortion in space-time?”


“Yes, and that is why you and Jordan keep having these time-space slips. You are entangled with Cthulhu.”


Peel thought about those poor vanished Pacific island nations in the news headlines of late, and the numerous coastal cities destroyed without cause and the millions dead already. Time and space were breaking down, and thus so too was the relationship between cause and effect. A tidal wave was coming, one of unprecedented magnitude, even though the cities that it destroyed were already devastated.


“Jamal, I don’t want to do this any more. I don’t want to fight. I really don’t.”


Jamal said nothing for a very long time, prompting Peel to speak again.


“New Zealand sounds great you know, the South Island. Nothing bad has ever happened there as far as I can tell. I’ll vanish there. You would be the only one who would know.”


Again, Jamal said nothing.


“What you’re trying to tell me is that Jordan and I have to see this to the end?”


The scholar’s smile was sympathetic. “I’m afraid so. Look at the evidence.”


“Do we survive? Can we survive?” Peel thought again of all the dead Jordans he had seen, thousands of them. He realized then that he should not have been looking for Zoe, but himself. Thankfully his corpse had not been present in any of his displacements.


“I don’t know, my friend. But I do know this, I believe that this Infinite Replicator which you came to see me about, which I can now tell you does exist inside R’lyeh somewhere, holds much importance to both your and Jordan’s destinies.”


Jamal Al Hazard’s finger flipped over a single page in the R’lyeh Text, pointed to illustration of the Chinese man walking into the box, and then the same man stepping out over and over again.


“I’ve seen this picture,” Peel fought to keep frustration from his tone because they were back on the subject of him continuing with his mission. “Henbest had this page open on the podium when I met him. It’s why I came to you, so you could tell me what it means.”


“You may have seen the picture, Harrison, but have you really looked at it.” Jamal’s finger rested just above the face of the man walking into the box. “Someone traveled far enough back in time, probably only for a moment, so he could to tell an important story. Look again.”


Peel did look again. Jamal was pointing to the man’s face.


Then Peel realized who it was he was looking at.


 




6. R’lyeh



 



 




It was boredom that was for Matvei and Jordan the hardest emotion to overcome on their ten thousand mile journey, trapped together within the belly of the 877 Paltus submarine. Reaching their destination brought some relief, yet with just eight-hundred yards separating them from Centaurus’ mysterious oil platform, fear became their biggest enemy. They investigated passively, yet despite their efforts, so far they had learned next to nothing, so they again waited, and became bored again.


Many hours after their arrival Jordan spotted one of the computer techs entering the submarine’s mess where Matvei and he were re-checked their guns because there was nothing else to do, and asked him, “Any luck with the decryption yet?”


The tech looked at him and blinked repeatedly for about thirty seconds without answering. He, and the other two cyberspace cowboys Moscow had sent on this operation, were wired to the point of vibrating on Red Bulls and coffee. Drugs allowed them to crunch numbers all night long, but in between shifts babysitting monitors, they were practically zombies.


At last the kid finally said, “No. Centaurus are still sending and receiving massive amounts of info, but they are using a random generating matrix that’s proving to be a real bitch. Military level encryption. But don’t worry, we’ll get it.”


Jordan smiled, nodded and let the kid go. He had no doubt that cowboy and his two pals could hack into the Centaurus communications, he just hoped they’d do it fast.


While the submarine they were in had seen better days, it was packed full of the latest computer and surveillance gear. Even almost half a mile away and under sixty feet of water, the Russian whiz kids had no problem wardriving the multi-billion dollar company’s satellite uplinks. Also contrary to the myth many in the west had about Russia being technologically backwards, they actually had some of the best computer jockeys in the world. So much so that when the Soviet Union crumbled the NSA raced into Russia to entice the former Red Menace hackers by digging into Uncle Sam’s deep pockets. While many Russians jumped ship, enough had stayed to build the new Russia a state of the art cyber division.


“So tell me again, why are we here?” Matvei said as he put his reassembled assault rifle back into its soft case.


“You know why.”


“Ah yes, sea cucumbers.”


“Yes, sea cucumbers.” Jordan said, rising to get a fresh cup of awful tasting coffee.


“That sure is one big, strange sea cucumber they are drilling into.”


Matvei was referring to the sonar pictures of what the Centaurus’ drill was burrowing into, or more precisely the lack of pictures. Something big was down there, continent size, but that’s all they knew about it. Whatever it was, it played hell with the sonar, so much so that every time they tried to get an idea as to its shape or size they always got vastly different images. It was as if something down there was absorbing, or distorting the sound waves, like stealth fighters did with radar waves. Jordan was aware of a theoretical acoustic cloak the US Navy was working on to make submarines invisible to sonar, but as far as he knew it was still just that, a theory.


“Well if Moscow didn’t think it was important they wouldn’t have sent us.”


Matvei snorted, “They didn’t. The old man did.”


“Old man?”


“The fossil from that special branch, department eight or something.”


General Nikonov, Jordan thought and then said, “What do you mean he sent us?”


“He’s interested in this place,
very interested. But it wasn’t anything story you spun to him, the whole time you were being interrogated. It was something else that whet his taste buds.”


Jordan raised an eyebrow.


“It was the coordinates you gave him—that was the only time his eyes ever lit up. That’s what sold GRU and put them into action.”


“You’re making a joke.”


“No my friend, he was very clear to me when he said we had to find out what it was down here that Centaurus is trying to find. It was like he was afraid. I’ve never seen him like that.”


Before Jordan could ask more, a second rank seaman walked up to him, snapped a salute, and handed him a slip of paper. Jordan dismissed the sailor, read the short message, and was immediately filled with conflicting emotions. The message meant that his job was about to get a lot tougher, but it also meant the Peel had gotten his message to someone back home and that likely meant that Peel was still breathing.


“What does it say?” Matvei asked.


“The Americas are sending some boats here.” Jordan replied as he handed the paper to his comrade.


Matvei read the report gathered from low-orbit spy satellites. “Some boats? Shit, they’re sending an entire carrier strike group.”


“It changes nothing.”


“The fuck it doesn’t. I’ll not take on the pride of the US Navy with a single, leaky, twenty-year-old submarine, no matter what the old man says. We’re leaving.”


“No, we’re not,” Jordan said firmly, but this caused Matvei only to smile sadly.


“Yes, I’m afraid we are. I have authority here, not you. The skipper of this boat knows it, as does his second. Now, you know it too.”


Jordan didn’t like the sound of that.


“Come now, Yegor, did you really think the SVR wouldn’t be wary of you? They went along with this operation just in case it bore fruit, but no one trusts you.”


“How about you, old friend, do you still trust me?”


Matvei sighed,
“There are simply too many strange things about you. Too many things that, how do you say,” and then Matvei switched to English, “do not add up?”


“What do you mean by that?” Jordan asked, still speaking in Russian as he did his best to lock eyes with the larger man in front of him while using his peripheral vision to spot anything close by he could use as a weapon, should the need arise.


“I’ve heard things about you over the years, bizarre stories, that you’ve done many strange things, for many strange people. Tell me, were you really in Pakistan last year with the US Seal Team 2?”


So quickly did a lie come to Jordan’s lips that he was amazed, but at the same time he was also so damn tired of always pretending to be someone other than himself. If this was going to happen, if another friend’s name was about to be crossed out, then he would at least tell him the truth before he raised the red pen.


“Yeah, we found a local celebrity and made sure he wouldn’t become a martyr. I’m surprised you heard about that.”


“You are a hard man to keep track of, but not impossible, despite your best efforts. After hearing enough weird tales about my good friend Yegor I started to look into you. That was four years ago, and since then you’ve had a pretty colorful career.”


“If you knew that from the start, why take my call? Why bring me here?” Jordan hesitated, but asked anyway, “Why am I still alive?”


Again, Matvei let out a long, pained sigh. “I had to be sure about you.”


“And are you now?”


“Yes.”


“And the old men in Moscow, are they sure?”


“I don’t know about them, but they seem to believe you know something about this whole mess that no one else does. If they didn’t believe that, well, I don’t think you would still be with us.”


Jordan thought of Madison. He was confronted with the depressing thought that he might never live long enough to meet her. Life suddenly took on a profound importance it had never held for Jordan until this moment. He had to survive through this, whatever this singularity event he was about to confront would throw at him.


“So what happens now, Matvei?”


“That’s what I’ve been thinking about for the last few days. I don’t know. I don’t like any of the solutions I’ve come to.”


Jordan took a single step towards the Russian bear, “I’ve never done anything against you, the Spetsnaz, or Russia. Hell, I’ve even shed blood for all three, or did you forget about Afghanistan?”


“No, I haven’t forgotten,” Matvei said and subconsciously glanced down at his left leg, a leg he wouldn’t be standing on today if it wasn’t for the mysterious man in front of him.


Before the conversation could continue, the spoon inside Jordan’s coffee cup began to rattle. Then the vibrations increased, causing Matvei’s gun case to fall from the mess table. Next the submarine began to lurch violently from one side to the other. Both men had to grab hold of the bolted-down tables to avoid falling. This went on for over three minutes before slowly subsiding.


“Depth charges?” Matvei asked Jordan when it was over.


“No explosions.” Jordan said then walked over to an intercom to speak with the captain of the submarine.


“What was that?” he asked when the old Russian seaman answered the hail.


“As near as we can tell it was seismic activity from the big mass the Americans are drilling into. But it appears to have been localized. Something big down there…moved.”


Matvei walked up next to Jordan and pressed the intercom button.
“Captain, prepare to get us out of here and back to Vladivostok with all haste.”


The Submarine commander confirmed the order but Jordan wouldn’t have it.


“No, we can’t go, Matvei, something big is happening here. Something we have to stop.”


“Yes, big enough to cause an earthquake and I’m getting us the hell out of here because of it. The Americans can deal with it.”


“Wait,” Jordan said, but knowing that Matvei had made up his mind he quickly settled on the only course of action available to him, no matter how crazy it sounded. “Let me get off the sub. I’ll use the torpedo tubes and swim to the oil platform.”


Matvei smiled, “You’re mad. The water is near freezing. Why would you do that?”


“Because millions of people have already died, and millions more will probably share the same fate. Because something very bad is going to happen here and I may be able to stop it. This is not just bad for any one country, but bad for everyone.”


Matvei said nothing, as if at some level he knew Jordan spoke the truth. His smile was gone and he was just staring at Jordan.


“Please, if you’ve ever trusted me, trust me now.”


When that didn’t seem to be working, Jordan added firmly, “One way or the other I’m going for the torpedo tubes. Please, let’s not end things between us like this.”


The large Russian thought about it for a moment, then said wearily, “For past services rendered to the Motherland and to me, I’ll do this. But you can’t ever come back to Russia and you must never call again. You are now dead to everyone. You are dead to me.”


Regretfully Jordan nodded. The two made for his bunk so that he could gather weapons and gear. He crossed another name off of the friend list in his head.


The submarine lurched, turned over and over sending Jordan and Matvei crashing against the ceiling, then floor, then ceiling and floor again. Within a few seconds it was all over, with the submarine floor now on a step angle to the horizontal.


Jordan quickly checked his body. He was sore, bleeding in a few places, but otherwise unharmed.


“Matvei, are you okay?”


The Russian groaned. “Yeah, I think so, you?”


“Yes, shaken a little. What the hell happened?”


“Let’s call the sub commander.”


Within a few minutes they had a report. Matvei didn’t believe it, but Jordan knew the truth of it. If their sensors were to be believed, they had just passed through a bubble of vacuum half a mile wide.


Luckily for them, thought Jordan, they must have passed into the vacuum close to lower curve of the rapidly collapsing sphere, otherwise the fall would have killed them all.


 




* * *


 




Titanic spheres of water hung above the ocean, each hundreds of meters across, suspended in the air by invisible forces that were impossible to see or understand. Below, the ocean churned, rolled in crests and troughs that followed no reason or logic. Lightning flashed between the water and dark brooding clouds so thick they looked to be made of liquid water. Somewhere in the heart of primordial chaos a Centaurus oil rig still drilled into something alien, buried deep beneath the tumultuous waves.


Peel had seen many unnatural phenomena in his life. None had scared him as much as this scene did.


He braced himself on the bridge of the aircraft carrier USS George Washington with a dozen or more naval officers and aides. None of them believed the scene either, a scene that just rolled up out of a calm and tranquil ocean like it belonged. All men and women held onto something, fearful that the rocking waves would throw them to the floor.


“Report.” Admiral Alderson shouted over the noise of the storm.


Chief Petty Officer Cerra answered him. “Sir, that was the third underwater tremor in an hour originating from beneath the target. All three have increased in magnitude; the computer says that last one was a 4.6 on the Richter scale. But…”


“But, what Chief Petty Officer?”


“Sir, it also says there are pockets of vacuum under the water directly beneath us.”


The admiral raised an eyebrow. “That’s impossible! Are you sure?”


“If he says it’s so, Admiral,” interrupted Peel, “it’s the truth.”


Out of respect, Alderson gave the slightest nodded to Peel, then turned to his men. “Jones, you still cracking their com traffic?”


“Aye sir. Centaurus HQ is still updating the rig team on our coordinates and ordering them to increase drilling and pumping. They say they have a tanker coming, ETA two days.”


“Well that’s mighty optimistic of them if they think they can get past us, or this…storm. Keep me apprised if any of the chatter changes or if they get wise to us and change their encryption.”


“Aye aye sir, but that shouldn’t be a problem. The codes the Aussie gave us are golden.”


The Admiral turned to Peel. “Yes, I guess it was a good idea to bring you along after all, Major Peel.”


Peel smiled, not that he had much to be glad about with the scene before him. “Centaurus ‘acquired’ their encryption software from the NSA. Luckily I have better friends there than they do.”


Admiral Alderson returned to the business at hand, leaving Peel to his thoughts as he stood in an out of the way corner on the bridge of the massive aircraft carrier.


He felt apprehensive towards what lay ahead. His extra-dimensional trips into the cold and the dark were becoming more frequent and in them he was always wet. The last trip had been less than thirty minutes ago, and twenty minutes before that. Saturated and cold, it didn’t seem worth changing again.


His instantaneous trips in and out of reality had their advantages. On one trip he returned with a corpse of Jordan, which remained in a NSA conference room long enough before vanishing to be seen by several senior NSA directors, convincing them to send the fleet to the South Pacific coordinates Jordan had provided.


After returning to Fort Meade, Maryland, Peel had planned on using his governmental clout to speak to a physics professor at a college or think tank for more clarity on the situation, but was instead put on a plane bound for Yokosuka, Japan. There the US Navy’s Seventh Fleet was found and its flagship, the USS George Washington, the only American aircraft carrier with a home port outside of the States.


His warnings were being taken seriously, especially when Peel gave his superiors the longitude and latitude that Jordan had provided—that and the fact that something drastic was occurring in the South Pacific. Watching the city size bubbles of water materializing from nowhere, then collapsing back into the ocean, would have convinced anyone the world was in serious danger.


The floating city that was the USS George Washington was accompanied by eighteen other support vessels of various kinds, but even their sheer numbers seemed insignificant now. Reports were coming in that two ships had already been lost to the uncanny and violent weather, and another had simply vanished. No one said it, but everyone was in a somber mood, hiding their fear as best as they were able.


“Sir, we have visual on the platform.” One of the Navy men called out, interrupting Peel’s thoughts. The carrier group had been sending out recon flights for hours, and their images were being broadcast on monitors in the bridge. Now the tumultuous skies opened up again, and the large floating oilrig appeared as a dark spot on the horizon.


“Excellent. Mr. Kernot, what’s the status of the—” Admiral Alderson began but was interrupted when the massive ship he commanded began to shake violently.


Chief Petty Officer Cerra called out, “Another quake, this one at least a seven-and-a-half.”


“All hands brace for rough weather. Mr. Cummings, wave off all birds. Tell them to stay airborne until we ride this out.” The Admiral ordered.


As sailors sprang into nervous action, Harrison Peel looked out a window to his left that overlooked the flightdeck. He saw an F/A-18 Super Hornet jetfighter just meters from touching down when the huge carrier began to lurch wildly. The fighter pilot must have yanked back on the stick with everything he had because he was just able to pull up and abort the landing without slamming into the deck.


“Admiral, I’ve got a sonar report from the Curtis Wilbur. It’s…kind of strange.” A sailor called out from the carrier’s Action Information Center. The USS Curtis Wilbur was a fast moving destroyer that was leading the way of the carrier group. As such it was closest to the Centaurus platform and was responsible for relaying sonar and seismic readings to the George Washington.


“Spit it out son, what’s ‘strange’ about it, compared to what we are already seeing?”


“Sir, something underneath the oil platform is…rising up. Something very big.”


“How big is big?” the captain barked.


“Hard to tell, sir. The Wilbur’s readings are…well again, strange. They can’t seem to get an accurate reading of the object but at the very least it’s many miles in diameter. Dubrowski said over the com that it looked as big as an island. Like ‘a sunken island’ is what he said exactly, sir.”


For a moment all the chatter on the bridge ceased as that last shouted statement hit everyone at once.


“What?” Admiral Alderson said. “Get Dubrowski back on the horn and find out—”


“Sir, I’ve been trying but I’ve lost contact.”


The admiral turned, still holding onto a nearby railing in order to stay on his feet, motioned towards the nearest sailor manning the radar and asked, “Is the Curtis Wilbur sill afloat?”


“Aye sir,” said the navy woman watching the screen intensely. “I still have it, but sir, I’m reading something else—”


“Admiral, dead ahead!” a voice called out, louder and more panicked then the rest.


Alderson looked forward across the prow of his mighty warship. Peel looked with him. What they saw now left them both speechless.


Seen through binoculars, the Centaurus oil platform was no longer a large dot riding the waves, but a crumpled structure of bent steel resting awkwardly on its side on a huge mass of muddy earth that continued to rise up from the waves as everyone watched in awe. It was an island for sure, and odd only began to describe it. The clouds around it now spun like a whirlpool, the eye of the storm creating an eerie calm where the putrid green colored rock appeared.


What first appeared to be a mountain range was soon recognizable as anything but solid rock. The jagged, twisting peaks were too uniform, yet simultaneously too chaotic to be anything formed by nature.


What Peel at first took to be a large, muddy hill underneath the oil platform, turned out to be a huge structure as more of the building steadily rose out of the ocean. Staring at the bizarre architecture he could not understand its true size or shape. There were too many odd angles and impossible shadows dancing over its surface. To look at the thing for too long caused the eyes to water, loose focus, and begin to hurt. It took Peel every effort not to be sick.


Still the island rose, sloughing off water and millennia of muck and slime. Now the admiral could see the destroyer USS Curtis Wilbur resting on its starboard side on what would be considered the island’s rocky beach. A thin trail of smoke was rising up from the vessel.


“Holy Mother of Jesus, Major Peel, what exactly have you gotten us into?” Admiral Alderson turned from the magnificent sight before him, to stare at Peel as if it was his fault that the world seemed about to end.


“You’ve got to get me out there?”


“Are you insane?”


“Probably.” Peel had no idea what he needed to do when he reached the heart of R’lyeh, but he knew his fate, and the fate of the world, rested on what they could achieve in the next few hours. “I need every Navy SEAL you can spare, and every helicopter you’ve got.”


“And what do you think you are going to achieve?”


“I don’t know, but a hell of a lot more than what I’ll achieve standing here.”


Admiral Alderson hesitated, but only for the briefest moment.


“Okay Major, whatever we can spare.”


 




* * *


 




Matvei and Jordan stood on the deck of the Russian 877 Paltus submarine, bracing against the impossible swells. Jordan wore a heated wetsuit, lugged his AN-94, Makarov automatic pistol, and a web of hand grenades to the dingy he had just inflated. If he could avoid getting into the frigid water for as long as possible, then he would do so. Matvei meanwhile in his military uniform was saturated from the swells and the rain, and was shivering violently. On the near horizon they both saw the rising island, or corpse city, or whatever it was, and it scared them both.


“You need to get inside, Matvei. Do you want your epitaph to read that such a brave soldier died from a common cold?”


“I have to tell you something Yegor.”


Jordan raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been holding out on me?”


“The general, Nikonov, said I was to pass on key information at the appropriate time. I asked him when, but he would only say I would know when the time was right. Seeing that,” he pointed towards R’lyeh, “the time is right now.”


Jordan was ready to leave. He only had to clamber into the dingy and start the motor, and he would be away. Time was against him, yet he would wait to hear what his old friend had to say. “Go on?”


“General Nikonov said he knew what Henbest was looking for. A place called Ral-lie.”


“R’lyeh.”


“Whatever. That’s R’lyeh right? He said in the heart of that place is a device called the Infinite Replicator. Nikonov said if you recover it, and bring it back to him, all will be forgiven.”


“Really?”


“Yes, and he made special mention that all the things you think he doesn’t know about would be forgiven too.”


Jordan shuddered. Had his cover been blown long ago? Had GRU SV-8 being using Jordan as much, if not more so, than what he had been using the Russians for all these years? Did Nikonov have intimate understanding of the real nature of Jordan’s work, and used it to his advantage? Or was the old bastard just bluffing. Trouble was, Jordan would probably never know.


“Tell the sly dog if he’s too afraid to meet me in hell, then he doesn’t deserve it.”


“Hell!” Matvei yelled through chattering teeth.


Jordan pointed questioningly to the corpse city, but Matvei’s gaze didn’t follow. Instead his eyes traced an object racing across the sky, and then he was sick onto the submarine deck.


Instinctively Jordan looked skyward. What he thought was an American aircraft carrier was accelerating into the sky, and it wasn’t coming down again. It was just getting smaller and smaller.


“What the hell was that?”


Matvei didn’t answer Jordan. He stumbled, tripped several times before he was into the airlock back inside the submarine.


Shivering, and not from the cold this time, Jordan accepted his fate, whatever that was to be. He clambered aboard the dingy, started the motor and took a beeline straight to the one place on earth none of his enemies would ever be brave enough to hunt him in.


 




* * *


 




Peel abseiled into the bulbous puck-green buildings covered in seaweed, crabs and fish dying in their thousands, and other creatures he didn’t recognize as being of this earth. Navy SEALs dropped with him, armed and ready for anything, or so they thought.


As Peel unlatched his clasp from the drop rope, the SEAL beside him was too slow as his rope caught, propelling him skyward at rocket speed. There was an explosion overhead as the Sikorsky CH-53E Super Stallion helicopter disintegrated in a fireball. A large arm-like appendage, the thickness of the aircraft carrier they had just left, had come out of a swirling mass of darkness and punched the helicopter out of existence, dragging the drop cables in its wake.


The SEAL lieutenant next to Peel looked to him for reassurance, perhaps hoping that he had just imagined what they saw.


“I saw it too, Lieutenant,” Peel said clutching his M4 assault rifle, re-checking that his favored handgun, the Gloch 9mm, remained secure in its holster.


The Navy SEAL had no chance to respond. The top half of him turned inside out, spattering flesh and blood everywhere, including across Peel. There was no reason for his demise that made sense.


The ground underfoot became unstable. Although gravity said otherwise, the ocean seemed to be on a forty-five degree angle to where it should be.


Another SEAL fired at a target Peel could not see, only to have the bullets bend through space and time, and carve holes through his own chest. Another soldier walked into a wall without seeing that it was there, then fell into a dozen perfectly sliced slabs of meat. A third became stuck in a time loop, calling for help as the meat in his leg boiled, then healed and he yelled for help again, boiled, over and over.


Everything was happening too fast, like watching a movie sped up.


A massive wave crashed upon Peel, knocking the air out of him and smothering him with crushing forces. He was rapidly dragged through a channel of rock, or stone buildings, or shapes of things he could not describe. He lost his assault rifle, not that it seemed to matter when the structure of universe itself seemed to be falling apart around him.


The icy water still crushed him. When he thought he was about to drown, when he was ready to give up and let the salty fluids into his lungs, the water vanished, and he was sprawled, battered and bruised, on a balcony.


He looked up, unbelieving to what had just happened. Yet he remained within the singularity, where surreal was commonplace. Navy SEALs fell past him, not from above but from left to right and other random directions, crushed like pancakes as they hit the cold stone walls of tall towers. Some were crushed as they fell. Others landed unharmed, only to flatten tens of seconds later.


Between the cyclopean towers, Peel was drawn to a shape coalescing from writhing shadows in the spray and mist. From some angles it looked like an octopus, from others a bat. Sometimes it resembled nothing at all or nothing that his human mind could describe.


It was at least half a kilometer in height, and it moved like a living entity.


Peel crawled, afraid to trust his legs or what his eyes saw. The gigantic shape moved through the water, creating enormous waves as it did. Something attached to it that might have been a fist punched the water. Seconds later huge metal shards the size of cars ripped through the air like missiles. Some passed straight through the buildings as if they did not exist. Others flattened like dropped dough, or became like liquid metal and flowed away. Then an F/A-18 Hornet pierced through the hull tumbled through the air over the top of him before it disintegrated into millions of tiny marble sized pieces and vanished. Somewhere, out where the world was still rational, another ship in the US fleet had been decimated.


Peel covered his head with his arms. He was mad to have thought that he could have descended into R’lyeh and survive for more than a few minutes. Nothing made sense. Everything would kill him. He was only alive because of blind luck.


He had no idea about anything, or where or when he was, because when he thought he saw a pre-World War Two yacht called the Alert floating in a surreal, calm patch of water, he thought he might be time traveling too.


The gravity on the island suddenly shifted. What had seconds before been a floor was now a wall, and he was falling, his military fatigues dragging across the rock until he smashed onto the new floor.


Peel groaned then alternated his wails of pain between whimpers and rages of frustration, because everywhere he was battered, bruised, and lacerated.


Through swelling bloodshot eyes, he saw through an arched window another wave of tidal water gathering on the horizon, only it was black and flashing with thousands of tiny lights. Skyscraper sized, it would be upon him in minutes at the most.


Hadn’t millions died around the world already? Was this the tidal wave that had killed so many? Cause without effect? Effect without cause? Nothing made sense.


Peel unclipped his Gloch, held it tight in his bleeding hands so he wouldn’t loose it like he had the M4. This was R’lyeh. This was the heart of a naked singularity. This was Cthulhu Unbound. Nothing would ever make sense. Everything was only going to get worse, and then worse again, and again.


He wanted death on his own terms.


Trembling, bleeding, he pressed the weapon to his temple.


He tired to pull the trigger, but couldn’t. He wanted to. He wanted to be brave, to save himself now before things became unbearable. And they would get much, much worse than this. He might not even die here. The horror he was experiencing now might last forever if he didn’t do something about it soon.


Then he remembered the thousands of Jordan corpses he had been seeing for weeks leading up to this moment. Perhaps he was shifting in and out of those displacements right now without even noticing it, or perhaps these were events still to be. If that was his future, he still had time, and hope, to make a difference.


Peel struggled to stand, despite the pain that wracked every major muscle in his body. Something thick and wet flowed in his eye, so he touched his forehead to brush it away, realizing that it was blood from a deep cut. Probably one of many, immaterial concerns right now.


He growled in frustration, wiped away the blood. Once again the world began to shift. Walls, ceilings and pillars folded, rolled and changed shape. He had to jump, roll, and sidestep continuously not to be crushed or fall a dozen meters into what moments before had been upwards.


From his left a curtain of water passed through the area, chasing him. Peel tried to outrun it, but again he was too slow, smothered and drowning again. The water was so cold, like ice on his skin.


He swam hard, where to he didn’t care because any direction was better than nothing. Each time he hit a wall that was all he hit. There were no exists. There was no escape.


Make it quick, he begged.


He started choking on the salty water. He was dying, finally. At least he only faced oblivion now.


The water rushed away, and he was being lifted. A hand had him, dragged him onto a stone podium. Fingers were in his mouth, opening an airway and then Peel was choking, puking. He coughed up water, some seaweed, the salty tasty horrific and unbearable in his throat.


“Saved your life again, Peel.”


Peel rolled over. No longer did he have the energy to sit up. Jordan leaned over him. He wore a Russian military wetsuit. He had an AN-94 rifle gripped so tightly in his hands it was like Jordan and the weapon had become a single organism.


Seeing Jordan’s bruises and cuts that matched his own, the water that drenched him as thoroughly as it had drenched them both this last month or more, Peel laughed.


“What’s so funny?”


Peel couldn’t answer him. At least something was going right. They were together again, as their time travels said they would.


“Do you see anything?” Peel sputtered his words.


“Like what? This place is insane.” Jordan looked to be in shock. Peel had never seen his friend so afraid.


Peel finally found the strength to sit. “Like a portal, or a door? Better still, multiple doors.”


Jordan looked over Peel’s shoulder. The surprised expression on the black ops assassin told Peel that he had found something of interest.


Peel turned. There was indeed a portal, nothing more than a thin ropy tentacle shaped rock forming a hollow rectangle. It was easy to see through it, but the space inside oozed a wrongness Peel would never be able to explain.


“Unbelievable.” Peel cackled again.


“I’m going to leave you here Peel, if you don’t start acting like a sane person. I can’t keep saving your ass.”


Peel laughed again. “No Jordan, or whatever your name really is, this time, I’m going to save you.”


The world lurked, gravity and shape changing again. Peel was ready this time, and used the moment of confusion to tackle Jordan, roll with him as gravity shifted, and fling him inside the Infinite Replicator.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, found himself on a high stone rampant far above the ocean. Sunlight streamed through the tiniest gap in the churning clouds. A shadow passed over him.


He looked up in time to see a green bulbous fist the size of a mountain crush him, as the tower he had appeared in collapsed into a mountain of rubble.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, stood in what should have been a road but was instead a mighty river waist deep. Corpses of Navy SEALs washed past, their blood mixing with the saltwater. Some of the corpses floated a meter or more above the water, suspended in thin air.


Cylinders of flesh shot out of Jordan. He was alive long enough to see three holes appear, before his head opened as a tunnel made of skull, brain and blood.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, fell upon a mountain of bodies. There were hundreds, thousands, millions of Jordans riding a tidal wave.


They were the tidal wave.


Those that were not crushed screamed their battle cries. They fired their AN-94s. They threw their grenades. They were a wall of black water.


Ahead was their target, huge, a mile or so in height. Its skin was a gangrenous green the texture of rotten fruit. When an eyelid opened, and the yellow infected eye with blood streams the size of rivers stared back at the million or more Jordans, each realized that he had not been looking at the totality of the thing, but only an eye. The rest of Cthulhu lurked elsewhere, deep in the ocean or folded within unseen dimensions.


Before Jordan was crushed, before he fell a mile into the sea or upon the stone of the corpse city of R’lyeh, he emptied his clip of bullets into the eye, and then started throwing grenades.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, saw hundreds of himself in a line. “Join us,” said one Jordan. “Help us save Peel.”


They were a conveyor belt of flesh, manhandling the unconscious body of Harrison Peel towards the ocean and the waiting dingy.


“There is only one of him?”


“He didn’t pass through the portal.”


Jordan joined the line, took his place as he helped pass Peel to safety. Then their corner of the universe collapsed, as thousands of Jordans were sucked into a black hole, alive for the barest seconds.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, found himself in an army. Thousands of him fought to stand in the shifting gravity, braced against the rain and torrential walls of water falling from multitudes of directions. Everyone fired their weapons, threw grenades. They were all him, every single one of them. There were more Jordans than all the people who had ever lived. Their target was the Centaurus oilrig.


It had beached upon a putrid field of washed stone, were creatures that should have been fish but weren’t, and corals that were infected with mouths, barbed tongues and vomiting orifices, dying now they were exposed to the air and the sky.


Storage tanks, once filled to the brim with the white sticky fluid that Jordan had first seen in an orphanage in Baghdad, now flowed across the field and began to take shape. These shapes there were being mowed down by suppressing fire from the seemingly unlimited army replicated from one man.


Jordan noticed the drill head. It had breached something indescribable, with the gangrenous green texture of rotten fruit.


It was the skin of Cthulhu.


Jordan screamed, ordered his army of clones to concentrate their fire. The breach had to be mended.


 




* * *


 




Jordan ran from a portal, and died, again, and again, and again.


 




* * *


 




Peel woke with a jolt, from dreams where he was being smothered, torn apart by wild animals, and crushed by the weight of stone monoliths falling upon him from gigantic mountains.


He sat up straight, rocking the dingy he shared with eight other men. Every single one of them wore Jordan’s face.


“What the hell happened?”


One Jordan pointed to the horizon. R’lyeh was sinking, the highest peaks churning in the ocean as they dropped back into whatever dimension they had come from. Peel looked behind them. A US frigate rolled in the stilling waters, welcoming them.


“It’s over,” said another Jordan. “We stopped it, whatever it was that was causing R’lyeh to rise.”


“How?”


Another Jordan shrugged. “You ever heard that expression, Peel, concerning an infinite number of monkeys on typewriters?”


“Yes. Douglas Adams if I remember, about one monkey eventually coming up with a script for Hamlet?”


“One of us worked out how to stop all this. One of us saved us all.”


A Jordan interrupted. He looked mad. “But I don’t think that one of us who worked it out is ever coming back to tell the tale.”


“No,” said another, an edge to his voice Peel didn’t like, “one Jordan is enough for this world.”


All the Jordan’s fell silent. Each stared the others down. They all became twitchy.


Peel became uneasy, as one Jordan rapidly drew his Makarov and shot another.


Another did the same.


Bullets exploded. Blood everywhere, corpses fell into the dingy and out into the frigid waters. Peel ducked, afraid for the bullet that would find him, but none did.


When there were only two Jordans left, their handguns clicked while the muzzles rested on opposite foreheads. Their clips were spent.


One raced to reload his weapon.


“Wait,” shouted the other.


The other Jordan was loaded and had his weapon on the other survivor’s forehead, but he had not yet pulled the trigger.


“You and I are all that are left. I think I now know how we can work this out.”


 




7. Tibet



 



 




Peel lowered his binoculars, tightened his parka against the cold high-altitude wind. The sight of the USS George Washington was like no ship wreck he had ever seen, sprawled across a snow-capped mountain range five thousand meters above sea level.


Peel mused that he should be used to sights like this, because this one made sense in a twisted kind of way. For a start it was harmless and stable, unlike his experiences in the heart of a naked singularity. The R’lyeh Singularity.


“In time it will become a tourist attraction,” said Jordan, who stood next to Peel similarly layered in clothing against the cold. After their experiences in the frigid oceans of the South Pacific, both men had sworn never to be cold again, and yet here they were a fortnight later on the roof of the world. They were both still experiencing time and space shifts back into R’lyeh, transitions that probably would plague them for the rest of their lives, yet hopefully with lessening frequency. Because Jordan had been replicated infinitely, he was experiencing far more shifts. “You think Yanks and Aussies would pay money to see this?”


Peel nodded. “I don’t think we can hide any of this from the world anymore.”


“The carrier?”


“Everything. I mean, horrors from beyond, Code-89 threats, ESBs. Ten million dead, hundreds of millions of refugees, a global economy on the brink of collapse, and—”


“And all eyes firmly on the hole we left in the Pacific. No, you’re right my friend, the world is about to change forever.”


A hundred meters ahead of them, down the hill and in a procession across the sparse plains of the Tibetan Plateau, thousand of monks with their liturgical chanting, drumming and trumpeting, were in prayer to dismiss malevolent spirits that had fallen from the sky with the aircraft carrier. Prayer flags to purify the air and pacify the gods were strung everywhere, like litter.


“The locals don’t seem to like it,” jested Jordan.


“The carrier should have burnt-up on re-entry.”


“Yes, but can you explain anything that’s happen to us while we were in R’lyeh?”


Peel said nothing. His body still ached everywhere. His muscles were stiff and his skin bruised. The last thing he needed was a three day trek into the wilderness to see a ship he had spent two weeks onboard before it had become an high-altitude wreckage.


“We only succeeded because we got lucky. We had no plan. We’re losing our edge.”


It took Jordan a long moment to answer, because he obviously thought otherwise. “You think so?”


“What are we doing here Jordan?”


A helicopter sped overhead. Peel looked up just in time to see the Centaurus logo on its sides. It was on a direct path towards the George Washington.


“Don’t tell me, Ben Henbest is on that helicopter.”


Jordan nodded. “He’s about to get a special tour of the Washington. Once inside he is about to have a serious ‘accident’, which unfortunately, he is not going to survive, at least not as far as the world’s press is concerned.” Jordan made quotation marks with his gloved fingers. “His ‘body’ will never be recovered.”


Peel knew the Americans were all over the
George Washington, stripping it of anything a foreign power could salvage and use against them. Detonations to follow would clear anything that could not be recovered. One team of a hundred or more specialists was similarly busy deactivating its nuclear power plant and ballistic weaponry as a priority.


“You can’t almost destroy the world, and then expect its citizen’s to continue to act like you had nothing to do with it.”


“Even when you bring billions of dollars into the economy?” asked Peel.


“Don’t worry about that, Harrison, Centaurus will go on. The corporation going to get a whole lot of new defense contracts to pacify shareholders.”


“You’ve been brought back into the fold, haven’t you?”


Jordan smiled again. “With an anonymous star on the wall somewhere in Langley, I’m told, because I died so many times.”


“But just one star?”


“One star is always enough.”


“Is that what you want? To return to the fold?”


“It’s all I’ve ever wanted. I don’t know anything else.”


Peel nodded in agreement. He wasn’t sure what life he could go back to now either. He looked to the monks and wondered if their style of living would offer the simplicity he desired. Probably not.


“It still doesn’t make sense, why should Henbest disappear now? I don’t think Uncle Sam’s stock markets could suffer another shock in the current climate if an important CEO vanishes too, one connected to the disaster.”


Jordan said nothing. He was smirking.


“It’s not the Americans who are going to snatch him.”


“I’ll deny this if you ever say this to anyone, and then I’ll have you killed. I made good with my Russian contacts. They didn’t get the Infinite Replicator, but I told them when and where to find Henbest. In a few short hours GRU SV-8 are going to snatch him. Then he’s going to be spending the rest of his probably very short life in an undisclosed camp in Siberia, spilling every Code-89 secret that has ever been on Centaurus’ books.”


“You’re still on your vendetta?”


Jordan picked up a stone, threw it far into the flat empty plain. Jordan’s target, a herd of grazing yaks, were too far for Jordan’s stone to even come close to reaching them. Did he think he was some alien god, able to throw stones for many, many miles?


“You and I are the same, Harrison. We’re not like the Henbests of this world, or your boss or my boss. We are not political animals.”


“Then what are we?”


“We are simple men.”


Peel chuckled.


“Laugh if you will, but you know I am right. We only have one objective in life, and that is to stop these horrors, wherever and whenever they occur. We’ll do whatever it takes to make it so.”


Jordan took another rock, threw it much further than the last one. One yak grunted in disapproval, or seemed to, and Jordan appeared glad. “I know you want to rest Harrison. I know you’ve had enough. But I don’t think you will. I don’t think it is in you to stop.”


Peel wanted to argue with Jordan, but there was no point. His mind was made up already. He was going to disappear soon, somewhere remote and comfortable. If nothing else he had the funds saved to do so comfortably, and New Zealand’s South Island was looking more and more promising every day. Nothing bad had ever happened to him there.


“I know you want to stop these threats too, Jordan. But there will always be others, who’ll fight the good fight after us. We don’t have to die first, before it is someone else’s turn to step up.”


“Who are we talking about?” He held his arms out wide to embrace all the people absent in this scene. “The monks? They only pray. Like I said, we are men of action. Simple men.”


“Do you regret the choice that you made Jordan? Do you wish that it was the other you standing here now, and not the other way around?” Peel remembered the simple game of paper rock scissors in an icy ocean in a dingy that had sent the same man down two completely different paths.


“You are the only person alive on the planet, Peel, who knows there are two living Jordans. One needs to stay active in the field, so that his enemies don’t decide to go look for the other if they think he is not around any more, doing their endless dirty work.”


Peel shook his head. “Don’t I get that choice too?”


Jordan stared at Peel with serious eyes. “You do, but I’m asking you not to. I need you out there buddy, watching my back. I really don’t think I can keep doing this if I don’t have any friends left, and you’re my last living friend.”


Peel had been to this place many times before, wondering when he should step down, disappear and retire into obscurity. Maybe this day, like so many before it, wasn’t going to be that day. Besides, what he really wanted was someone he cared about to disappear with, someone he could love, whom he was attracted too, like Zoe Isles, but she was gone forever.


“Okay, I’ll stick around, but not indefinitely, and only on one condition.”


“What condition is that, Peel?”


“That you finally tell me what your real name is.”


 




8. Detroit



 



 




It was a cold night in Michigan. It was snowing, and the temperature was an icy twenty degrees Fahrenheit. Jordan rolled up the collar on his overcoat, dug his gloved hands deep into his pockets, and stepped inside the shop front of Grand River Movie Rentals.


It felt weird not to be carrying a gun, or even a knife. It was even weirder to have bought an apartment and slept inside it every night for more than a month. Jordan was changing; but he needed to know if this new life was to work out as he hoped. He also had to stop thinking of himself by that name anymore. He was not that man. That man was somewhere else, out there in the world maintaining the old life for both their sakes.


There was a young lady behind the counter. Her back was to him. She hadn’t noticed him. Seeing her Jordan felt anxious, a man who killed cold blooded killers and monsters without compulsion every other week was scared by a nineteen-year-old girl. Of course he was; she was his daughter.


He didn’t approach her at first, so he browsed. Eventually he found what he had come for, Dan in Real Life. He read the promotion blurb. It sounded like the kind of movie a father and daughter would enjoy together. Not today though, he wanted to become her friend first, before he told Madison the truth.


To get past his fear he took the DVD to the counter. When she saw him she smiled. She was so pretty and happy, and he was glad.


“Hello,” she said in a friendly voice. “What have you got there?”


He held up the DVD. “Is this any good?”


“It’s great. It’s one of my favorite movies.”


“Well in that case I’ll have to take it.”


“Are you a member?”


“No, just moved into town.”


“Nice. Come from far away?”


“You could say that. I lived in Michigan once, but that was a long time ago. It’s nice to come home again.”


“Well welcome back. To sign you up I’ll just need some ID with a current address.”


“Sure,” He reached into his pocket, took out his wallet with his single identity; credit cards, drivers license, health care card, social security card, and so forth. He was one man, one identity forever more. He handed her his license.


“Thank you,” Madison read his name. “Welcome to Detroit, Jacob Horner. I hope you like it here.”


“I like it already,” he smiled at her. “And I’m not going anywhere, not anymore, not ever.”


 




 




 If you enjoyed Cthulhu Unbound 3 you may also enjoy:


 




If God Doesn’t Show by R. Thomas Riley & John Grover


 




The Harvest Cycle by David Dunwoody


 




The Eerie Adventures of the Lycanthrope Robinson Crusoe by Peter Clines
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