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  The man walked away from the firelight, naked as the day he was born, and he offered himself to the Thousand Worms, and they dragged him down through shattered, crumbling karst and into the deepest dark where he fell into mud that stank of minerals and rot, and there in the slurry they coupled with him. He, the last King of Man, he the Ruler of the Lamites, gave his seed to them and in turn was given great riches. But unlike the other Kings and Queens and Satraps and Empresses who had bonded with the God-Worms, this King’s seed was a trap. His child like all the daemons was one of half-dark and half-light—a child equally split between Above and Below. Human blood and hungry shadow. But this child, a child of wood and wine, was given a task by her mother, the Queen—a task to unite the other seven children, the other daemons, and to work together to banish the Hungry Ones down into the secret places below the earthen mantle. Before now the god-worms had free rein of all worlds but the daemon children’s magic—magic born of the Thousand Worms’ own blood—cut the worlds apart as if by an axe. The two, disconnected, with man serving the Light and the Above, and the monsters serving the Dark and the Below. But the god-worms hunger again to be free. They long to turn and twist in the warm light of the sun. They long once more to reclaim the world they lost.


  And one day soon, they shall.


  Above as Below. Below as Above.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


  


  PART ONE


   


  MOOKIE


  


   


  1


   


   


  Whenever I got grounded for doing something stupid, I always found a way out. Mom thought she was being a hardass and that she could control me but she couldn’t. (Nobody could, let’s be honest.) Sometimes I convinced her I needed to go out for some reason—I needed a book at the library, I had to meet a study partner, I had some extracurricular activity. And if that didn’t work, if she smelled the bullshit sure as you could smell beer on breath or cigarettes on wallpaper, I’d just jimmy open my window and go out the fire escape. I always had a way out. But now I’m down here in the dark, not really dead, not really alive. I still haven’t found my exit. But I’m gonna.


  Just you wait and see.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Lacey Aces skates like a motherfucker.


  The hard hot-pink wheels of her Riedell pro-line skates clatter and clop on the cold concrete of the factory floor. The big-ass book sits heavy in the backpack slung over her shoulder. Heavy not just with weight. But heavy with potential.


  It’ll earn her big. A fat sack of cash. A way out of this city. A way forward with her life, with her dreams. This city’s gone sour, anyway—spoiled like milk left out of the fridge, rotten like meat, ruined like the sugar factory the rusted bones of which rise up all around her. So piss on it, hell with it. Slap her ass and kiss the tip of her middle finger and see this whole damn town in her rearview.


  Ahead is life. Behind is death.


  Skate fast: escape. Skate slow: get dead.


  Gibbers and howls echo. She hears a mad cackle that’s half a drugged-out ecstatic bliss and half a thing held fast in a crushing grip. Pleasure and pain, squawked and guffawed. These fuckos are three chimps short of a circus, the whole lot of them. She thought she was robbing another gang but they ain’t no gang, hombre. They’re a full-blown crazy-eights cuckoo-town cult: red leather body suits and gimp masks with zipper mouths. Altars and cages and weapons that look like something you’d see used by a Civil War gynecologist—something to open you up, scoop you out, stitch you shut. It’s not just how they look or what they surround themselves with: it’s the way they are. That kind of wide-eyed zeal and howl-mouthed fervor tells her all she needs to know.


  Her pursuers are believers.


  She knew the city was thick with new gangs—with Zoladski gone and his line clipped short like the dingle-dangles of a gelding, the whole place became a goddamn vacuum and vacuums have a nasty habit of sucking up everything and everyone. Foomp. Big fish, little fish, East Coast, West Coast, mafia, tongs, cartels, Nazis. The Cazadores, the Rankin clan, the Abbadelli family. Plus all the old gang remnants: the Lantern Jacks and the Black Sleeves joined forces. So did the Devil Bitches and the Bowery Sisters.


  The coalition was dead. The Organization broke apart like a saltine cracker. Death in the streets. Like blood filling grout lines.


  But now she knows: it’s not just the gangs that stepped into the void.


  It’s cults, too.


  Like these mondo bizarro cray-cray whack-stains. What do they call themselves? The Skinless. What the hell does that mean, anyway?


  Lacey is about to find out.


  She skates hard past fat concrete posts. Metal beams hang above her head like the rusted ribs of some giant industrial robot. The air stinks: a burned sugar tang coupled with a sour mash smell. Sweetness gone south. Fermentation and fruit.


  Then, ahead—a shape darker than the shadows darts across her path. From between one pair of rusted blue vats to another.


  She thought they were behind her.


  A cold realization: they’re ahead of her, too.


  One comes shrieking out of the darkness, arms pinwheeling, mouth yawning wide from behind an open zipper in its mask—she sees bold white teeth and white eyes and the red of its leather. Lacey moves without thinking—her hand already at her belt, a flick of the wrist. The shine of a throwing knife cutting the dark.


  The cultist squeaks like a stepped-on rat, his head snapping back with a knife buried to the hilt in his eye. His heels skid out from under him. The back of his head bangs against a vat as he drops.


  All that sound, all that clamor—


  She shouldn’t be paying attention.


  But she does. Hard not to.


  As she passes by, she sees the leather-clad cultist’s mouth. Jaw cranking wide. His head shudders. His neck pulses.


  As if something is struggling to get out.


  What the hell am I looking at?


  The wrong thing, as it turns out. She should be eyes-forward. She knows that—a half-second before the length of iron rebar swings for her head. She has enough time to flinch away, take the blow on her shoulder. Pain pops like a cork and her skates go sideways as she starts to topple.


  But this isn’t Lacey’s first roller rodeo—she’s a pro. A jammer: her job to stay on her feet, lap the other skaters. She rebalances. Puts herself into a spin. The world spins with her, drunk and loose, oil on water, but somehow she stays on her wheels.


  She pivots, skates, tries to ignore the pain. Behind her: footsteps. Faster than she would think. Wetter, too, which she doesn’t understand—slap slap slap. Something’s not right, here. She reaches behind her, darts a trio of fingers into the back pocket of her jeans, finds there a little lipstick tube—


  Cerulean. Peacock powder. The Big Blue.


  Time to Blaze.


  She pops the cap, gives the bottom a quick screw-turn—


  Dots each of her temples with the stick—


  Everything goes goofy for a few seconds. The world gone extra-wobbly as the curtain parts, as all the illusions slide off the wall like unmoored paintings. Darkness goes bright. Her limbs feel disconnected. Vertigo. Gravity loss. The hairs on her neck tingle and her pink mohawk feels like a high-voltage Jacob’s ladder, all buzzy bzzt and electric vvvvt as the Blue does its job, charging through her like a shark through a shipwreck, all clean teeth and black eyes—


  It snaps on. Everything is smooth. No panic. All clear.


  Then, ahead, she sees them. More cultists. More Skinless.


  And suddenly she realizes why they’ve earned that name.


  They’re not wearing red leather.


  They’re not wearing anything.


  Including skin.


  They’re wet. Glistening. She sees the topography of tendons and muscles. Bodies like skeletons packed with raw steak. Fiber and flesh out of its swaddling.


  They’re screaming now. Running full-tilt boogie. She sees shapes writhing there in the holes of their mouths, the hollows of their throats. Like fingers wiggling. Like squid tentacles reaching—


  She brakes, skids. The Skinless that had been chasing her is on her now, but she’s ready for him—she throws up a hard elbow, which connects. She feels the dull crunch reverberate up through her arm. Something lands on the ground, and she realizes in sudden horror, it’s his jaw, oh god, what—


  The Skinless ululates through his throathole as something like a hand reaches out of its ruined mouth and grabs hold. A cold pain lances through her.


  She screams as it grabs her and bites.


  No time. With her good arm she grabs another knife off her belt and stitches it across the thing’s face a handful of times—punch punch punch—and then there’s a squit of blood and the tentacle-fingers let go and the Skinless drops like a rolled-up carpet.


  Cultists. From both directions.


  Nowhere to go.


  She skates.


  Arms pistoning. Legs pumping. A Skinless leaps through the dark—her second-to-last knife embeds in his throat and he pirouettes in mid-air, gurgling, landing just past her as she hurtles forth. She slams hard into one of the vats—it resonates like a gong. Already she’s reaching up, finding a finger hold. Clambering to the top. Skinless smash into the vat, too, and suddenly it’s all red, flailing limbs. She kicks out with her skate, catches one in the face, sends him (or her? does it even matter?) backward.


  And then she’s up.


  These vats—they were for sugar, once, right? She doesn’t know if they were for evaporation or for filtration or what, but what she does know is that they aren’t open-air. They’ve got a hatch. She gives it a spin—


  Or, rather, tries to. It doesn’t budge. Rusted shut.


  No no no, please, not now—


  Skinless scramble up over the edge. Too late.


  She stands. Thrusts out with a knee. Knocks one Skinless pinwheeling over the edge, all white teeth and white eyes and red skin and squiddy mouth—


  Lacey takes the opportunity. She leaps through the gap. From the top of one vat to the next. But the cultists, they see what she’s doing. They anticipate. Get ahead of her.


  So she reaches up to the metal beams. Pulls herself up.


  The Blue brightens everything. It doesn’t shine a light so much as it pushes back darkness. And so she can see: across the way, just ten feet over, are more vats.


  And one of them is already open.


  She can stand here. She can skate. She moves. Wheels grinding on old metal. Skinless already up and after her. Like ants covering an old popsicle stick. Pawing and crawling and dangling. They bark sharp, punctuated shrieks. Below her they mumble and babble—tongueless and mad.


  One grabs her bag—starts to wrench it off her shoulders, which wrenches her off the beam. She catches it with the crook of her wounded arm and it only whets the pain that cuts into her, but what choice does she have? She needs this book and she needs this life and she can’t let a fucked-up arm get in her way.


  The Skinless pulling on the bag leans down on the beam, tugging and wrenching. The cultist smells. At first she can’t think of what the smell reminds her of, but then it hits her: ground beef. The smell on your hands after you mold a couple burgers.


  She buries her last knife in the side of its head. Crunch.


  Then, back onto the beam as the other blood-slick freaks gather beneath her and behind her. She gets up, uses the toe of her skate to push off—


  Lacey jumps, lands on the edge of the vat. The air goes out of her. But no time to deal with that. She hauls herself in through the container and slams the hatch shut.


  Whonnnnng.


  And now: here in the gray darkness, lit at its edges by the Cerulean.


  Skinless bang and clamor. They screech and jabber.


  Rust flakes rain in her hair.


  Breathe. Just breathe. And wait.


  Wait for what? For them to go away? What if they don’t? Panic arcs through her. They don’t have to leave. They never have to leave. Do they even eat? Are they even human? The banging. The screeching. The volume goes up, not down. Like living inside a primate house. In here she smells that sour-burn caramel smell, sickly and sweet. The walls suddenly feel like they’re a fist crushing her.


  She’s been in here less than a minute and already claustrophobia has taken root like a bad weed. Lacey tries not to vomit. Tries not to—


  The entire vat shudders. Like it’s about to be knocked off its base.


  They’re trying to knock it over.


  Another bang. Hard, like the thing was hit by a bull. The Skinless wail now, a single keening chorus.


  It almost sounds like…


  An alarm.


  Another slam-hit, and this time a hole opens in the side and one of the cultist’s heads crashes through—like a squirrel looking into a birdhouse. The madman’s white eyes rotate in his skull and find Lacey, and in that look Lacey spies fear.


  Suddenly, the Skinless’ body wrenches upward.


  The head doesn’t go with it.


  A sound like someone tearing leather, and then:


  The head bangs at her feet and the body is gone.


  “Mary, Mother and Joseph,” Lacey whispers. Beyond the vat she hears dull thuds and bones snapping.


  She peers out through the newly made hole in the side of the container.


  Can’t see much, but someone else has shown up to the party.


  Someone big.


  Flashes of wet red. A glimpse of a bald head so pale it might as well be a skull. Bodies whirling about. Thrown into each other. A fist like a subway car. A boot like an anvil. Suddenly her mind is back on sharks: out there, a great white. Fat, but fast—white belly and slapping tail. A massive, thrashing death machine.


  They pile on him.


  That doesn’t last.


  A rage-roar, a guttural bellow, and then one by one they’re thrown from the heap—heads spun the wrong way, limbs hanging loose like broken branches, bones popping free from exposed muscle. The last one flies free, slams into the vat, and Lacey tries not to scream but fuck it, she totally screams because what the hell is happening?


  A face appears at the hole.


  A guy. The guy. Face like a bulldog walking backward. Underbite. Hard teeth like gravestones collapsing against one another. Head like a diving bell.


  She knows who he is.


  “Mookie Pearl,” she says.


  “Nnngh,” he says.


  “Are you… gonna hurt me?” she asks.


  His face shrugs. “Doubt it.”


  “Is it safe?”


  Another shrug. “Guess so.”


  “Should I come out?”


  “Definitely.”


  And then he’s gone. Above her, the hatch wheel spins and opens with a bang.


  A hand big as a dinner plate reaches in. She takes it and figures she’s about to be flung upward, arm wrenched free from its socket, but the ride up is gentle.


  Mookie—big lug, brickhead, blockhead, body like a bunch of boulders lashed together with sinew and gristle—sets her down.


  He looks rough. Busted lip. Cut above his brow. Older bruises along his cheeks—now yellow like old paper. He cranes his neck left, then right. Vertebrae crackle and pop like tectonic plates grinding against each other.


  He’s sweaty, pale.


  “You’re one of the Get-Em-Girls,” he says.


  “Was, yeah,” she answers. “Gang ain’t together no more.”


  He grunts in response.


  She steps over a pair of dead cultists.


  The tentacled-thing in their mouths is gone. Retreated into the body?


  Or retreated away from the body?


  She shudders.


  “You’re, uhh, dating Skelly,” she says.


  “Kelly. She goes by Kelly now.”


  “I liked her.”


  “I like her too.”


  Lacey swallows hard. Being on skates is like standing on a boogie board in the ocean. Drifting, swaying, rebalancing. “Um. So. Thanks? But I should probably—”


  “I’m gonna need that book.”


  “What book?” she says.


  “One that’s weighing down your backpack.”


  “I don’t—”


  “You do. The Maro Mergos. We’re here for the same thing. You’re faster than me and got it first, but I saved your ass and now I want it.”


  He licks his lips. He blinks. Sways a little. “You feeling okay?” she asks.


  “Tip-top,” he says, but his eyelids flutter. “Book. Now.”


  “I need it.”


  “Not like I need it.”


  “I gotta get out of this city. Everything’s gone to Hell, you know that. The money I get from this will get me far away—”


  “My daughter’s gotta get out of Hell!” he hollers. The tendons in his neck tighten like tow cables. “That book’s gonna tell me how to get her out. You don’t know what you have there. I’ve been hunting for it for months, and now—” He groans and clutches at his chest, gathering a fistful of his white T-shirt. “I’ll pay you for it.”


  “How much?”


  “I… dunno.” His words sound spitty. A dry tongue slides over his bleeding lip. He suddenly jerks to the left like he’s going to fall, but rights himself. “I don’t have much now but I can get you—”


  “You don’t look good.”


  “I feel fine.”


  “You look like a hot mess.”


  He grunts. Reaches for her. “The book. Now.”


  She takes a step back. He drops to one knee. He bows over, almost reverent in his posture, but she knows the only place he’s praying is at the altar of pain. She watched her own father have a heart attack. Looked a lot like this. The sweating, the pale face, the grunting and chest-grabbing.


  Lacey doesn’t know Mookie, not really. She knows his reputation, though. He’s a monster among monsters, a human nightmare given form. He used to be part of the problem, way she saw it. Keeping gangs like the Get-Em-Girls down. Farming the Blue with his teams of Mole Men. And now here he is. She thinks: she could help him.


  But why?


  He’s just another sonofabitch. Gonna try to take away what’s hers. Like her father did. That goddamn rat.


  That means she’ll do what she did when she saw her own father suffering. She left him on his bed to die. Stole money out of the flour jar. Walked out of the house and out of his fading life. End of story.


  She takes a few steps back.


  “You should get some help,” she says.


  “Please. My daughter, Nora—”


  That’s right. Nora’s his kid. Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree—and it rots where it lands, given what she knows about Nora. “Persephone.”


  She cinches the backpack tighter. Winces against the pain in her arm and shoulder, then turns and skates. Taking the book with her. And leaving Mookie Pearl to…


  Well, to whatever awaits him.
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  I press my hand to the wall and I… feel things. I can feel a milk-spider scuttling through a bolthole somewhere. It’s hunting. I don’t know I know that, I just… know it. I can tell that, beneath me by a half-mile, a pack of goblins is eating something. A dog, I think. Sometimes they raise dogs to eat. Gross. Another mile down, a golem is—I don’t know why, but he’s cracking open his head and rubbing the inside with Blue. That’s the other thing. I know where the Blue is. I touch the wall and I can feel the closest vein of it. Ain’t that a trip? All this time I wanted to conquer the Blue trade and now in a way I guess I have. And none of it matters. God, I hate this place.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  This, then, is Mookie Pearl:


  He’s a big bull past his prime. All tough muscle and hard skull. His head and neck and shoulders made heavy by a yoke of regret and grief. And anger. Anger heavy and dull like a cannonball. This is the tired rage of an older man—a man who just sailed past fifty and doesn’t have much to show for it but a handful of dust and broken pottery.


  He’s an old steamship heading for the rocks. He’s trying to course correct. Trying to right the ship, trying to sail toward the sunset instead of the storm.


  He’s the meat in the meat locker. The wrecking ball at the end of a crane’s chain. The seawall that stands between the ocean and the shore.


  Big. Bald. Beaten down.


  Mookie the Mook. Mookie the Meat Man.


  Mookie—


  The monster that all the other monsters fear.


  Right now, he’s not much to look at.


  His heart feels like it has a Charley horse, like the whole thing is a knot cinched tighter and tighter. A shoelace ready to snap. He can feel a dull beat in the deep of his temples, right where he rubs the Blue stuff. A beat like goblin drums, doom-da-doom-da-doom, faster and faster. The flats of his hands on cold concrete. Blood of the cultists pooling around him. He tries to get up and go after the girl, but when he does, everything seizes up. It’s like he can’t catch a breath. Like he’s drowning in his own body. The Blue leaves him suddenly like a lit match blown out by a cold wind.


  And then he’s down. All the way down. Forehead against the ground. Darkness swimming up like a living thing and pulling him deep.


  A smell pulls him up out of the mire. Mookie, for an uncultured lug, he’s got a good sniffer. An excellent palate, too. In another life, he could have been a chef. Or at least a talented line cook. That instead of an old thug standing between a pair of warring underworlds.


  The smell that reaches him is—


  A little bit of death. A faint whiff of French fry grease.


  And a heady, gamy reek of goat.


  James Werth, that old goat, says, “Get up, you big bastard.”


  A hand taps the pot roast Mookie calls a bicep. Mookie turns, takes the hand, but does not yet rise up. Werth stares down. The spiral curl of his horns. The bristled fur stuck up out of his sleeves. Two hooves pointed forward like the tines of a devil’s fork.


  Blood soaks his jacket. Old blood. Black blood.


  “You’re dead,” Mookie says.


  “You don’t look much better.” Werth grins and licks at his one dead tooth.


  “Fuck you.”


  “That any way to greet an old pal?”


  Mookie grunts, gets up to one knee. “You betrayed me.”


  “I saved you. And Nora.”


  He shoves Werth. “You betrayed me first.”


  Werth chuckles as he balances himself. “Order of operations, Mook. We should all be measured by the things we did last, don’t you think? Like you and your little girl. You got right by the end, and wouldn’t it be nice if that’s how the universe judged you? And believe you me, big guy—the universe is judging you.”


  “You’re not really here.” Werth couldn’t know all this. “This is a dream.”


  “I’m not really here. But this isn’t a dream, either. This is something else. Something’s coming, Mook. Something big. I’m here as a warning. The god-worms are close. Still curled up in their goblin temples just below the surface. This isn’t just shit hitting the fan I’m talking about. This is a sewage hose sprayed into a jet engine, my old friend. This is a shit tornado.”


  “Whaddya mean?”


  “I don’t know what I mean. Not yet. I’m dead, Mook. I’m down there in the dark. Things have changed. We spirits are restless, got nowhere to go. Used to be we ghosts would just…wander the maze, following the silver thread down into the Expanse where the god-worms ate us and turned us into so much spectral waste. But now they’re gone from that place. And we specters and wraiths don’t have anyplace to go. Not yet. Sometimes the god-worms twist through the open space. Through the tunnels and channels. They hunt us. They eat us. But I’m still there. And I’m telling you—I can feel it, man. Something is coming. Something is changing.”


  “Nora’s down there—”


  “Then she’s seen it, too.”


  “Werth…”


  “You’re sorry, I know.”


  “It’s all fallen to shit, Werth.”


  “That’s how life is, you big bastard. Things fall apart. But then you pick up the pieces and try to make something new. And then that falls apart. And again and again until you’re a ghost in a maze like me.”


  “Please—”


  “You gotta wake up now, Mook.”


  “What? I’m not asleep, you said this wasn’t a dream—”


  “You gotta wake up because someone’s trying to gank your Blue.”


   


  *


   


  Two voices hiss in his ears:


  “He’s got Blue. Look, look, he’s got it.”


  “Get it and go, get it and go, get it and go.”


  “Wait, wait, he might have something else—”


  “Is he dead? He’s not dead. Not like these others—”


  “He’s dead.”


  “I can see a pulse. His eyes, his eyes behind his lids—”


  “He’s dead, I’m gonna take his boots—”


  Mookie lurches upright with a hard gasp. Already his arm is out. His hand is closing around some Rag Man’s throat. Pale guy. Just a kid, really. Swaddled in blankets and jackets. His temples are bruise-dark—sign of a Blazehead. So is the other one: a pear-shaped black guy with a big gray beard so thick it looks like a bundle of steel wool hanging there.


  The kid gurgles and squeaks.


  The bearded one gets up. Starts to turn and bolt.


  Mookie sees that the sonofabitch has the little rusted tin—


  Where Mookie keeps his Blue.


  He throws the kid to the ground. Turns to go after the other one—but suddenly the wormy kid extends his arm and in his hand he’s got a makeshift knife. Piece of glass wound in electrical tape. He slashes at Mookie’s ribs and then runs.


  All Mookie can do is wince and lean against the vat and clutch at his side. His big callused mitt comes away slick with red.


  They got his Cerulean.


  He’s bleeding.


  His chest feels like a train drove through his aorta.


  And he doesn’t have the book.


  Goddamnit.
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  I sleep. Kinda. It’s not normal sleep and every time I close my eyes and get some rest I dream these crazy, unbelievable dreams. They feel real. Some are nightmares. Some are worse. Some are just… I don’t even know how to describe it. One dream I have pretty regularly: I dream of those big ugly-ass worms. The Hungry Ones. Like that one Dad and I rode up through the layers of Hell. One of them—I know it’s the one called Morquin—coils around me. Traps me in this dead temple: pillars with stone goblins and friezes showing Naga doing unspeakable things to people. And then the worm changes: it shudders like it’s having some kind of seizure, like a fish flopping on the deck of a boat. Then it’s no longer a big worm but a man. Handsome, but sickly: sharp features, like the jagged ridges along the worm’s back translate to nose, brow, cheekbones. I can see dark veins behind his skin. His teeth are so white they’re almost silver. And he steps over and takes my hand and kisses the back of it. His lips are like melting ice: wet and cold. Then he whispers in my ear: “Thank you.” What the hell does that mean?


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Dawn in Brooklyn.


  The winter cold feels good. The sun does, too, warming his cheeks.


  The East River churns, slow and gray.


  He walks.


   


  *


   


  He should go home. He knows he should. It feels like he’s been away forever. Three days is a long time when you haven’t been sleeping. When you’ve been burning the Blue around the clock. When you’ve been chasing leads on this book, this goddamn book that nobody understands but that might, might contain a secret buried in its cipher-scrawled pages to help your daughter get out of the Great Below.


  And now: cut by some Mole Man punk searching for Blue.


  Since the Organization fell, the city’s shit the bed. Nobody’s got control. It’s a hot rod without a driver, the suicide wheel spinning and spinning. That means gangs. Big ones. Little ones. From all corners and all comers. The Blue trade—once a secret reserved to those who either needed to know or could pay—is wide open. The public isn’t onto it, but every day Mookie sees new Blazeheads in the subways, on the streets, hiding in alleyways. Those ink-smeared temples. Those haunted eyes.


  And he’s heard the Red Rage is out there, too, now.


  Cerulean and Vermilion. In the general public.


  Jesus.


  But he can’t care. He’s got one thing on his mind and everything else is cut down like tall grass—he’s got to save Nora. Fix what he fucked up. He gave her the Death’s Head mushroom. Saved her life and damned it at the same time. Now she’s trapped down there. She gets too close to leaving, she gets headaches, starts shaking. Any closer than that? Capillaries burst in her eyes. Nosebleeds. Seizures.


  He doesn’t want to see what happens when she gets all the way out.


  These are dark days. Strange days. Mookie feels unsettled. Usually he’s a rock. Fixed to the earth like a mountain. But now everything inside is all landslide, mudslide, avalanche, earthquake.


  He needs to eat.


   


  *


   


  Karyn’s got a new place up in Greenpoint. He hoofs it north. Past spears and spires of trash stuck in frozen mounds. Past cars parked in by plowed snow. He sees a homeless guy asleep on a grate, the hot hell-vapors of what lies beneath venting up around him. A trio of crows stand nearby, still as statutes as they watch and wait to see if the guy’s going to end up dead, if they’re going to get to pick him clean.


  It’s a long walk but Mookie needs it.


  Karyn’s new place isn’t Mackie Messers. It’s called the Knife & Chair. Not a butcher shop, but rather, a salumeria.


  It sits next to a little bookstore. Down the block from a Polish place Mookie likes. Her sign out front is like a guild sign: a wooden knife hanging from two rusted chains. Icicles line the sign like yeti teeth.


  It’s not even 8 a.m. yet, and they’re not open.


  Mookie fogs the glass and cleans it, then peers in. It’s dark.


  So he hunkers down and sits. The cut at his ribs reopens and runs fresh. He folds in on himself, tries to stay warm.


  Eventually, footsteps. The crackle of rock salt under a boot.


  Before he even looks up, he hears Karyn say, “You.”


  He offers what’s meant to be an apologetic nod. “Can I—”


  She steps up past him, unlocks the door, then heads inside.


  The door locks behind her.


  He grunts. A momentary spike of anger—a flash like from a gun muzzle in the back of his mind, and in it a little mini-movie of him punching open the door and stepping through the shattered wood and fractured glass and then grabbing whatever he wants from the meat case and leaving. Not a fantasy, this image, unless it’s a fantasy entertained by the worst of himself, a side he’s trying real goddamn hard to shove in a box that goes in a bag that gets buried in the loamy dirt in the deepest recesses of his head. The anger inside him is a toothy, vicious thing: a starving dog on too long a chain. He’s better than this. Or maybe he’s not.


  But he wants to be.


  He puffs out his cheeks and warms his hands and sits back down.


  Ten minutes later, the door unlocks.


  He hears Karyn’s voice above him:


  “Come on. Inside, inside.”


   


  *


   


  The salumeria isn’t like her butcher joints. Those are clean, white, austere: the workshops of a craftsman, places to work more than places to sell. This is the opposite of all that. Dark woods and twists of iron. A chalkboard on the wall listing specials: Finnochiona, Chorizo Secco, Duck Mousse with Port Wine. Cheeses, too: Kunik cheese, Cowgirl Camembert, Friesian Blue. Farms listed next to each meat and cheese: Blue Sedge Farm, Malinari’s, Four Little Pigs Ranch. All local. Mookie knows a couple of them—he’s gone there to get his own pigs to butcher for his own efforts, meager as they might be, at producing his own charcuterie.


  There again is that sense of a different life for him. Like long ago he chose between two doors: one he could see and one he couldn’t. He chose the life of a thug, a brute, a head-smashing, wrist-snapping, knee-crushing force of nature. And now all this time he keeps trying to go back to that other door, where behind it is a Mookie who lives upstate, runs a small farm of heirloom pig breeds. A Mookie who uses the cleaver at his hip to make something, to feed people. Instead of what he uses it for now.


  Karyn stands there. Coat off. A winter blush to her pale cheeks. Lips still painted as if with the nuclear goo inside a jar of maraschino cherries. Her hair now: cropped short, so short it’s almost to the scalp.


  She scowls, puts a plate down with a rattle. Circles of red meat. Squares of pale cheese. He’s not sure what he’s looking at—his gut tightens and his teeth grind like millstones. Christ, how long has it been since he’s eaten? Feels like forever.


  “That’s what you want,” she says. “You came to eat, so eat.”


  She stands nearby, arms folded over her apron.


  “You’re pissed,” he says.


  “You know I am.”


  “Still.”


  “Still.”


  Mookie grunts. “I told you I was sorry.”


  “It’s cliché, but you know sorry doesn’t actually do anything, right? It’s like a birthday card a month after the day has passed. It’s just a, a, a… a token, a word that makes you feel like you did something but that doesn’t do anything to fill the hole inside of me. I liked her, Mookie. I liked Lulu. And now she’s dead.”


  “I didn’t kill her. I tried to save her—”


  “You didn’t pull the trigger but you and your daughter were like a pair of twisters competing to see how much wreckage you could make. You used me to find out information on my own girlfriend, and then surprise, surprise, she ends up dead.” She sniffs and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, then pulls a curved knife with a dark wooden handle: a cimeter knife. For carving into big roasts. Like Mookie.


  “You’re right.” She is right. Shit. “I’ll go.”


  He turns.


  “Wait,” Karyn says. In a soft voice after a sigh she says, “You’re bleeding.”


  “It happens.”


  “Into the back. Let’s go. Your plate can wait.”


   


  *


   


  Gauze and duct tape: the sign of someone who works with knives all day.


  “You have a lot of scars,” Karyn says, biting off a strip of the tape. She sticks a square of gauze to the spot where the Mole slashed him with the glass shiv, then tapes it to his skin. She gives it a couple slaps. “More than I knew about.”


  Mookie winces. “Yeah, well.”


  “You have your gal now,” she says. Spoken with some bitterness. “Shouldn’t she be doing this for you instead of me?”


  “Kelly. Yeah.” He stands up, stretches. The sound of his bones is like a tomb door levered open with a crowbar.


  “One of the Girls,” she says. The gang, she means. Get-Em-Girls.


  “Was.”


  “Like Lulu.”


  “Yeah. They knew each other. Kelly says she was nice, real nice.”


  Karyn chews a lip. “She was. But…” It takes her a second, but then it comes out, a purging of poison, a blister lanced. “It wasn’t your fault. I blamed you, but Jesus, shit, she was in a gang. Not like a funny-ha-ha When You’re a Jet gang, but a knife-carrying breaking-and-entering type. Maybe your daughter helped bring the hurt to her door faster, but it would’ve happened anyway, right? She lived fast and loose, like a wheel about to come off a race car, and…” She draws a deep breath through her nose. “I just got hurt because I felt like you used me during all that. I just wish you wouldn’t have done that.”


  “Yeah. I did. And I’m kicking the stuffing out of myself over it still.”


  “Don’t.” She shrugs. “It’s fine. We’ll be fine.”


  “Okay.” The two stand there swaddled in ill-fitting silence for a long time, too long, long enough to suggest that things aren’t fine, not yet, not ever.


  But then she says, “You still got that cleaver I gave you?”


  “Saved my life more times than I got fingers and toes.”


  “Good. Let’s go eat some meat.”


  Whew.


   


  *


   


  “I’ve never had this,” Mookie says of the Finnochiona salami. “That’s fennel in there, yeah?” He sniffs it and takes another bite. His eyes close, and for one moment, everything feels right in the world. Good food does that to him. A bite of food made with love and passion is like cutting a hole in the shit-blanket that is the world so he can fall through it for the span of a few moments. Separate from the scum parade.


  “A little fennel pollen,” Karyn says. “You know the story of Finnochiona?”


  “Hnnh-nnn,” he says, shaking his head, tasting salami grease on his teeth.


  “A starving thief stole a salami from a stand at a fair long ago in some town in Italy, and hid himself and the salami in another stand where the man was selling fennel. The meat took on the flavor of the fennel aroma. The thief went on to make his own meats and open his own stand.”


  Mookie thinks of doors and choices. Another life.


  Is that door closed for good? Maybe it ain’t.


  Karyn shrugs. “Gonna try a sbriciolona next.”


  “I don’t know that one,” he mumbles around a cheek-pocket of meat.


  “Same idea—salami and fennel. But crumbly. Drier.” She shrugs. “In some parts of Italy I guess there’s a dessert of the same name.”


  “I gotta up my game.” He pops a glob of gorgonzola dulce in his mouth. Cheese isn’t his passion, but he loves the dark, surly, funky stuff. Shot through with veins of blue—suddenly he wonders if that’s why he likes it so much.


  “You should go home.”


  “Huh?”


  “You have your lady there. You haven’t been home in a while, have you?”


  He clears his throat. “Been a few days. How’d you know?”


  “Showered recently?”


  Oh.


  She says, “You smell like that cheese.”


  They share a laugh. That feels good.


  “I guess I should go home.”


  “You should definitely go home.”


  “We good?”


  “We’re better.”


  “I’ll take it.”


   


   


  


  4


   


  I don’t know what the worms want. That’s one thing I can’t feel. They came up through the gates—the ones we opened with the Ochre, oops—and now they’re just sitting there. They wanted a city empty of people, I guess, to make their playground. And now they can’t have that but they haven’t gone back down into the Expanse, either. So they’re just curled up in the gobbo temples. Bathed and cared for. Fed. But why? What do they want? And how soon will they try to get it?


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Mookie’s tired enough—and hey, maybe dumb enough, too—to see the pile of suitcases next to the bar and think, Whose are those? And even when he sees that one’s pink like bubblegum and the other’s got a zebra pattern going on and the third one’s black but has a pair of electric blue skates hanging from it, he realizes whose they are but he still thinks: Kelly thinking of going on some sorta trip?


  The timing couldn’t be better, or maybe worse, because as he’s standing there scratching his head like a bewildered silverback, the door to the upstairs apartment opens and here comes Kelly.


  The sight of her sucks the wind out of his sails. In a good way. In the best way. In the way where it’s an excuse for him to stop and sit and bob quietly in the sparkling sea that is her. She’s got skin like a saucer of milk, and lips that taste like candy.


  She pulls on a winter jacket. Unsticks a Bowie knife—her Bowie knife, a knife with a silver skull and a sharp edge he hasn’t seen in a while—from the bar-top and tucks it into a sheath at her side. It’s then she sees him.


  “Mook.”


  “Hey, Kell.”


  She looks him up and down. “You been gone a while.”


  “Sorry about that.”


  “You said sorry last time you did this. And the time before.”


  “I’m close now. Real close. I had the book but—”


  She walks over to him. Tall heels click hard against the wood, each one biting back any further conversation. When she’s right up on him and he smells the pomegranate lip balm and the vanilla perfume, she says, “I’m glad you’re trying to help Nora. But you’re chasing dragons, sugarplum. A book that you don’t even know can help her? Sounds about as strong as a mouthful of cotton candy.”


  “I need to help her—”


  “You help her by going to see her.”


  “I been to see her.”


  “When? Ballpark it for me. Last time you went down there.”


  “I… goddamn, Kell, I dunno.”


  “Three months. By my calendar, three months.”


  Has it been that long?


  “She’s down there in the dark and you’re up here chasing your tail. And I’m left alone to run the bar—a bar that doesn’t have any money or any real patrons except a few regular drunks and I don’t have money coming in but you sure spend a lot of it on Blue and so here we are—”


  “I need the Blue, Kell. I need it to see.”


  “My daddy needed whiskey, too, or so he said.”


  “It’s not like that. I’ve never been a Blazehead.”


  “Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t, but the louder you say you aren’t, the louder I hear you tell me that you are.” She reaches up and runs the pads of her fingers over his cheek—then lets her nails trace delicate lines down the architecture of his jaw. “We just aren’t gonna work out, big fella. We had a good time. But you and me, we aren’t the settling type. We’re two trains parked next to one another, and now it’s time to leave the station again, go where the tracks take us.”


  “No, whoa, hey, c’mon. We’re good for each other.”


  “We collided. It was fun. That’s it.”


  “You don’t mean that.”


  She reaches up, plants a kiss on his cheek.


  Then Kelly walks past him, starts gathering up her bags.


  “Where you gonna go?” he asks her.


  “Away. Back to the city.”


  “Back to the Girls."


  She offers a small smile. “Maybe. I hear we might have some options that we didn’t have before now that…” She doesn’t say it because she doesn’t have to. Now that the Organization has lost its grip.


  He moves to block the door. “No. That ain’t what’s going on out there. It’s blood in the water, Kell. It’s sharks and piranha and fuckin’ barracuda. Everybody’s out for a taste now. It’s dangerous.”


  “You think I can’t handle myself?”


  “I didn’t say that—”


  She comes up. “You gonna move, or do I need to make you move?”


  With one hand she touches his arm. Gentle. Soft. Way you’d pet a persnickety cat. But her other hand—well, that one goes to her side. To the knife hanging there. It’s the move of a cop letting you know: I’ll shoot if it comes to that.


  Mookie steps aside.


  “Go see your daughter, Mook.”


  She gives his bicep a squeeze.


  And then she takes her bags and leaves. Only the scent of her—berry and vanilla—lingering behind like a memory that won’t quit.


  Mookie stands there for a while. Five minutes. Fifteen. An hour. He doesn’t even know. And then, at the end of it, like lightning striking out of nowhere, he grabs one of the barstools and pitches it into the shelf behind the bar. Glass breaking. Liquor pouring.


   


   


  


  6


   


  My father. Mikey “Mookie” Pearl. Where is he in all of this? I haven’t seen him in months. And here I was feeling charitable toward him again. He came down a few times after he found out my mother—his ex-wife—died. I’d never seen him cry before, and okay, he wasn’t like, a blubbery rubbery snot-slick mess or anything, but his eyes were wet and his voice shook like he was the little Dutch kid with his finger in the cracking dam, and right then, right there, I felt like I was his daughter again and he was my father. He swore he’d help me find a way out. But then his visits trailed off. He still sends stuff down from above. Bottles of clean water and food and propane for this little camping stove I have. Once in a while I get a chocolate bar. But he doesn’t come down anymore. Skelly did. Sorry. “Kelly.” But not him. It’s been three months. I guess he’s not going to help me get the hell out of hell. Fine. I think I’ve found someone else who can help me, anyway.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  It’s not Hell like in the books or the bibles, but it’s Hell just the same. A subterranean tangle beneath the streets of Manhattan. Dug up by the Sandhogs on accident; like popping the cork on a bottle of nightmares. All manner of things came running up out of the dark: the Snakefaces, Trogbodies, and a tide of vicious, tricky gobbos. Those who die above the streets sometimes end up below them, wandering the dark as ghosts or, once in a blue moon, the living dead. Then you have the Half-and-Halfs, those bred half from the blood of man, half from the shadow heritage in the Great Below. All this, plus new monstrosities and mutants every day. Reaper-cloaks. Cankerpedes. Redteeth. The Headless. The Skinless.


  As the saying goes: there’s more beneath the streets of New York City than there is above ‘em. Thousands of miles of tunnels. A labyrinth of basalt, schist, granite, limestone. Secret rivers. Goblin temples. Burial grounds for monsters that don’t have names. And, of course, the Hungry Ones. The god-worms or worm-gods or whatever it is you choose to call them: truly like worms but the size of small skyscrapers.


  This used to be Mookie’s stomping grounds. Working for the Organization meant being one of the few guys who really knew what was going on down here—and that meant Werth (the old goat) had him working the maze, running Mole crews, digging up Cerulean out of the walls wherever they found it, staving off attacks by goblins, hiding from Sandhogs, and in general breaking legs and crushing heads whenever anybody tried to stand in their way. But all that’s gone now.


  His daughter’s down here, though.


  And he hasn’t been to see her in months.


  Shit.


  Kelly told it true: he needs to see her. So that’s what he’s gonna do.


  He gets on the train. Jersey Transit. Time to head into the city.


  Time to make things right.


   


  *


   


  Hell isn’t hard to find. Not anymore. Doorways down into the Great Below are like restaurants in this town—all you’ve got to do is throw a rock. But not every doorway is free to pass through. And all the good ones have guardians.


  Mookie used to be such a guardian. He was a man who controlled a series of quality boltholes to get you down into the dark: places close to the Yonder or Oddments Markets, or near to the Riverside Amtrak station, or to any of the Sandhog tunnels. Any time they found a new good vein of Blue in the schist, Mookie found—and got control of—the bolthole leading to it.


  But it’s been a while. He still knows the doors. It’s just he’s no longer the one with the keys.


  The goal is to get to Daisypusher. That’s where Nora’s been staying since she took the Caput Mortuum and found herself wedded to this place. Daisypusher: a town of dead folk. Corpses up and walking around—ghosts held fast to the ruined flesh by dint of some incomplete mission or an emotion so strong it tethered soul-to-body. Daisypusher’s on the east side, below the Marble Cemeteries.


  Good thing is, he knows a guy. Janitor at the Cathedral of the Holy Virgin Protection across the street. Little Lexie Losev, pot-bellied broom-pusher from Irkutsk. Has a bit of a pill problem, and Mookie used to help him with that. (Well. Help him get the pills, not get clean.) Lexie always let Mookie into the church late at night; then they’d head down into the basement where, if you went behind the old boiler, you’d find a door. And if you had a key to that door, like Little Lexie did, that’d get you into the Undercity.


  And from there, into the Great Below.


  Mookie shows up outside of the church. Stone the color of gun metal. Stained-glass windows gone dark with black ice. He creeps up, opens the set of big doors, steps inside and shakes off the cold—


  And there, framing the Byzantine holy water font, stand two men.


  Mookie gets the measure of them quickly. Mafiya types. Leather jackets bulging with pistols underneath. One’s got dark eyes under dark brows. The other is pale—thinning blond hair like straw, eyes gray and muddy like puddles of slush.


  “Church is closed,” Dark Brows says. “Go home.”


  Mookie grunts. “I need confession. Unburden my soul and all that shit.”


  “Not tonight, bud-dee,” Slushpuddle says. “Find God elsewhere.”


  Two thugs here means the doorway is compromised. Mookie thinks that he could take their advice, go elsewhere.


  But he’s stubborn. A nut that won’t crack. And part of him thinks, They don’t know who I am. So maybe they need a lesson.


  “My God lives here,” Mookie says. “You won’t deny a man his spiritual comeuppance, will you?”


  “Hey, fuck-face,” Dark Brows says, his accent thick like borscht. He pulls back the flap of his jacket, shows the big pistol hanging there like a fish caught in a net. “You go. You go now. Or I help you meet your God lickety-quickety. Okay?”


  But all the time that guy’s speaking, the other guy is looking Mookie up and down and it’s like tumblers in a lock starting to go clickity-click because suddenly his eyes go wide and he’s slapping Dark Brows on the shoulder with the back of his hand, saying, “Hey, hey, hey. It’s the guy.”


  Dark Brows darkens his brow. “Guy? What guy?”


  “The guy. Used to be Zoladski’s downstairs man—”


  “The old goat?”


  “No, no, the old goat’s guy.”


  Mookie waits for it.


  They both fall silent and look at him.


  Wait for it.


  Wait for it...


  There it is.


  Dark Brows is the first one to move. Hand in coat to find his pistol. Mookie’s big, and not always as fast as he’d like to be, but here at least he knows what’s coming and so by the time the Russian has the 9mm Strizh in his hand, Mookie’s already got the cleaver snapped off his belt—


  It’s like breaching a pig’s head. Splitting the skull in hand. Mookie gives it everything he’s got, all the rage and venom he’s been building up coming down through his shoulders, to the meat of his arm and to the end of that cleaver.


  The blade bites through skin and bone.


  The hand flips up, gun still in it. No longer connected to the arm.


  The gun never goes off.


  Already Slushpuddle is squeaking out a sound of alarm and going for his own pistol—a tiny little Makarov, a gun for a child’s hand, a gun that Mookie feels like he could grab and squeeze and smelt into a leaden lump. So he reaches for Slushpuddle’s wrist and gives it a hard twist as the gun goes off—pop!—and the bullet punches through Dark Brows’ forehead, ejecting a mist of blood and brains and skull matter out the back. Then Mookie squeezes and twists.


  Wrist bones break. Fingers shatter, molding around the pistol. The gun goes off again, the bullet ricocheting off the metal font—vvvving—and then the man is down on his knees, screaming like a woman whose child just died.


  “Please please please nyet puzhalsta please—”


  “Told you my God lives here,” Mookie says, reaching down and grabbing the guy’s throat the way you might grab a fistful of curtain before yanking it down off the rod. He closes his hand. Trachea gives way. Eyes roll. Throat gurgles.


  Body thuds.


  That’s that. Mookie heads all the way inside.


   


  *


   


  The cathedral above his head is all dark woods and shiny floors. Gilded window edges. Pews the color of oxblood. Paintings of saints every step of the way, all of them with wide almond eyes, looking like judgmental aliens though they were thought to be human. Mookie doesn’t care about all that. He believes in a God because he’s seen shit that shouldn’t be real, but he also knows that any God that allows this Hell to exist is no God that deserves his clasped hands and whispered praises.


  The basement is a different story. Scuffed wood floors. Buckling boards. Like the city’s trying to rise up from underneath: a fist, a belch bubble, a shoving shoulder, like it’s trying to break up this holy place and bring it low. All around are religious supplies: cassocks from uniform supply, communion cookies in crates, old candelabras strung together with spider webs.


  There, near the door to the boiler room, stands Little Lexie Losev. All four-foot-eight of him. Shoulders hunched forward. Saggy gut pooching against the inside of his uniform. Somebody’s worked him over—new bruises cover old bruises.


  He sees Mookie. His eyes light up.


  “It’s you,” he says. Lexie hurries over. Holds out a pair of hands. Mookie offers him one in return and the little man grasps his mitt and vigorously shake-shake-shakes it. Then he apparently throws all caution to the wind and he leaps up and gives Mookie a big, sweaty hug.


  A twinge of pain shoots through Mookie. From the battery of his heart—an electric shock gone out to his limbs. He winces. Clamps down on his teeth and tries not to show it. Through his bite he says, “Lexie, see you got some new bugs in the bed.”


  “Chechan bratva—mafiya,” he says. “Man named Ruslan. I’m sorry, Mister Pearl, so sorry.”


  He drops to his knees, holds Mookie’s now-clammy hand to his brow. Mookie yanks his hand away, uncomfortable. He’s nobody worth worshipping. He’s nobody’s savior.


  “They in there now?” Mookie asks. “This Ruslan and the others?”


  Lexie nods so fast and so hard it looks like his eyes are the slots on a slot machine. Full tilt bingo boogie.


  “You going in?” That middle word—he pronounces it goink.


  Mookie again unsnaps his cleaver. He shakes some of the blood free.


  “Guess so. Open it up, Lexie.”


  The keys jangle. Lexie opens the way.


   


  *


   


  Pat. Pat. Pat.


  Blood dripping off a crooked brick.


  Down here, the sewer tunnels are old brick: arched above Mookie’s head, the walls themselves shifting, crumbling. Gone crooked and warped. The center channel is just slush and ice and run off, and here the cold breath of winter is enough to freeze the marrow inside one’s bones.


  The blood and guts coming out of Ruslan and his men steam in the chill, still air.


  At least, Mookie assumes this is Ruslan and his men. He sees ruined limbs removed from their bodies, and on these limbs he spies tats from Russian prisons: playing cards, cathedral cupolas, eight-point stars on knees and elbows. He lifts a boot and touches a limbless, headless torso. He pushes the shirt up over the chest—and through the smeary blood he sees a big orthodox cross on the chest.


  That, then, is Ruslan.


  Ruslan. Tough guy turned torso.


  On the one hand, that gives Mookie one less thing to worry about. On the other, it means something came through here mean and hungry. Gobbos? Maybe. Not like them to let so much go to waste, though. The gobs are masters of recycling. They’d eat the meat. Maybe before fucking the holes, maybe after. They’d take rib-bones and make weapons. Skulls lashed to clubs with dried tendon. They’d still leave a pile of offal behind, but like a grandmother picking a chicken clean of all its useful parts first.


  But Mookie doesn’t know anymore. Things are changing, he can feel that much—it isn’t just what the dream-ghost of Werth told him. He’s seen it himself. The monsters haven’t been venturing up top like they used to. Still a few Snakefaces and Trogbodies around, but a lot have gone underground. And nobody’s seen a gobbo upstairs in a long while. They’ve been quiet there.


  But maybe they haven’t been quiet down here.


  Not much scares Mookie.


  This, though—this has his blood gone to stone.


   


  *


   


  The walk to Daisypusher.


  Daisypusher: a dead town, a literally dead town, here hundreds of feet beneath the Marble Cemeteries. Tree roots wind down and poke through stone and earth. Above, the gates: wound with rusted red wire and the bleached bones of beast and man. Rattle the gates, summon someone to open them. This time the one who comes isn’t Mother Cougar but rather the ill-shape of a dead girl: bones like matchsticks holding up the cloggy, swollen blue-flesh corpse. Arterial striations like fingers reach up over her crooked collarbones and her neck, as if they’re reaching for face and head in order to pull it down into the rest of the plump, water-logged body.


  Mookie can tell this one spent some time in water. A river, probably, given the heady, mineral smell coming off of her. Her breath like the steam rising off a rotten log.


  “You’re Pearl,” she says. Her voice sounds like it might have once been sweet but now it’s buried underneath a mushy, rheumy gargle. “Nora’s father.”


  “Uh-huh. Need to... ahh, see her. Speak to her. Something.”


  The girl burps a little, same way a guy does after he just drank some beer, ate some hot wings. She holds her fist to her lips, then can’t seem to contain it: brackish river water runs down over her chin and wets her shirt.


  She turns away, embarrassed. “Sorry.”


  “It’s no thing. On a good day I look worse than you.” He’s not sure if that came out as nice as it sounds, but it’s as good as he can manage today. “She here?”


  “She’s not.”


  “I can wait.”


  The girl hesitates. “I don’t think she’s coming back.”


  What?


  “What?”


  “Yeah, I... you oughta talk to Burnsy.”


  “Burnsy?”


  “Burnsy.”


  Shit.


   


  *


   


  They walk up through the town. Pebbles and little bones crunch underfoot. Rat bones. Pigeon bones. The food of the dead.


  Folks mill about outside their ramshackle homes—huts made of old doors, igloos of cinderblocks, cots sitting out. It’s bigger now, this town. Mookie sees an old conversion van shoved up against the inside of the rock wall. Outside it sits a dead garden teeming with blooming black flowers. Inside he sees a pair of little children staring out from cracked, smeary windows. Hollow eyes, gray flesh, big smiles of crooked teeth. A musical giggle reaches his ears before ratty curtains whip closed and the kids are gone.


  Looking around, counting houses, he’d say the populace down here has doubled. Dead folk don’t usually stay in their bodies all that easily, and the population down here has been steady for a long time. Some come, others go, and Daisypusher goes on. But this change in numbers means a shift.


  Strange business. It nags at him. Like a bird tapping at his skull, looking for worms.


  They pass by the town fountain. The golem head still sits atop a cairn, water pouring through the fracture in its geode skull. A kid with an orange vest and rope burns around his neck stares up, eating a roach-rat on a stick, pulling at it with wolfish yanks of his head and neck. Nearby, a smirking guy with a prosthetic foot and skin puckered with hundreds of little fresh cuts feeds something wet and red to a fat half-rotten seabird sitting on his shoulders. “The gannet is a greedy bird,” he cat-calls as Mookie passes.


  “Sorry,” the girl says, as if to apologize for her town.


  “It’s all right.” I don’t belong here. Which makes him think: does Nora?


  “I’m Delia,” the girl says.


  “Hey.”


  “You don’t say much.”


  “Not much to say.” He still feels off. And now: Nora is gone? That’s sitting inside him like the engine block of a ’67 Pontiac GTO. “She say where she was going? Nora.”


  The girl shrugs. “No. Sorry.”


  She looks away. From her ear gushes a little stream of water. Purging a few slimy threads of river weeds. “You drowned,” he says.


  “No. Killed, then dumped.”


  “Jesus. Murdered, you mean.”


  “Uh-huh. The Riverside Carver,” she says.


  “They never caught that guy.”


  “Nope. But a few of us who didn’t make it are down here now. And we’re on the case.” She smiles. A little proud of herself, chin lifted. “We’re like detectives now.”


  “Good luck with that.” He means it. He knows they probably don’t have a shot in Hell—but what are you going to do? “You’re new, then. Lotta new people.”


  “Yeah. I dunno why.” She shrugs.


  There, then. Burnsy’s house. House by way of a pair of garage bays. Rebuilt since Mookie trashed it last year. A little bigger. “This is me. Good luck with your, ah, case?”


  “Thanks. Good luck with your daughter.”


  I’ll need it.


  She totters off, swaying those river-sodden hips.


  Mookie turns, bangs on the door with the side of his fist. A gorilla demanding entry: whong whong whong. “Burnsy. Mookie. Open up.”


  A rattle-clang, and then the door buzzes—electrically, a motor humming—and raises up all on its own. As it opens, it reveals the shiny, blister-red burned body of the one-time stuntman Steve Lister. He’s wiping his raw, burn-flesh hands on the legs of his overalls, leaving new streaks of black oil atop old streaks of black oil.


  “Mookie Pearl, as I live and breathe,” he says.


  “You don’t live or breathe,” Mookie says.


  Burnsy waves him off. “Yeah, but that’s not the saying, is it? Mookie Pearl, as I languish in animated death and wheeze my decaying death rattle, expelling gases that are not breath so much as they are fumes caused from the breakdown of my flesh—that’s not likely to make it into the vernacular, you know?”


  “Vernacular. Big word.”


  “I got time to read.” Burnsy shrugs.


  “And build,” Mookie says, lifting his bedrock chin and tilting it toward what appears to be Steve Lister’s latest project. “Is that a tank?”


  “Mmyep. Ford 3-Ton M1918. Army ordered 15,000 of these back in World War I, but only made 15. Someone didn’t like the design or maybe there was something political about it, I have no good goddamn idea. What I know is there are three of these left in existence. Two are in museums. One is right here.”


  “Trying to get it to work again?”


  “Yeah. Trying and failing. Piece of shit. Ford Model T engines are old, don’t work. The gun—a .30 cal machine gun—is jammed up with so much rust no real good way to clean it out and get that working again. Still. Thought it’d be a nice addition to the ol’ four-wheeler. She can be fast and nimble. This can be slow and tough. But I need a couple new engines and, you know, fuck it. I don’t think it’s in the cards.”


  “Looks too small anyway.”


  “It’s a two-man tank, Mookie.”


  “I don’t see how two men could fit in that Spam can.”


  “I mean, two normal-sized men. Not two Mookie Pearls. You’re the size of the tank you’d be cramming into.”


  Mookie grunts. “Good point.”


  “You didn’t come here to talk about my vehicular exploits.”


  “The girl who brought me in—Delia—said Nora’s gone.”


  Burnsy hesitates. He pulls a tube of moisturizer out of his pocket, squirts a blob out into the center of his hands with a wet fart sound. As he begins to slather himself with the stuff—oily, glistening—he says, “Yeah. Mook, shit, I tried to stop her.”


  “Stop her? From what?”


  “From leaving.”


  “And going where?”


  “She wouldn’t tell me the whole story—”


  “Going where?”


  “She thinks she’s found a way out. Back up top. Some... plan, some scheme to get her out of this place.” He stops with the moisturizer. Stands like he’s ready. Ready for Mookie to come at him again, for the two of them to clash in another hellbound throwdown, pitching each other through walls and smacking heads against stone.


  Mookie thinks about it. He really does. He’s mad. The temperature in his thermometer’s about to go volcanic. A crack of the glass and a hot napalm geyser. He told Burnsy when this shit went down: Keep an eye on her. She’s your responsibility.


  But then that rage-bubble ruptures. Because, really, Nora was Mookie’s responsibility. She was his daughter. And besides, when she gets something in her head, it’s like a splinter buried deep—you can’t pull it out, not with fingers, not with tweezers. It’s just got to work out on its own.


  Still, Mookie grumbles, “You were supposed to watch her.”


  “I did watch her.”


  “You shoulda come and got me.”


  Burnsy scowls. “You haven’t been down to see her in months, Mook. Jesus. She was hurting. Here she is thinking maybe, just fucking maybe, your relationship was going to start going north instead of south, and just as she’s feeling like there’s this little tiny golden thread of hope to cling you, you go poof. Mookie turns to steam. Just another ghost you can’t grab onto.”


  “That’s not fair,” Mookie lies, because he knows it damn well is fair but that sometimes you say things even though you know they’re not true because the fear of admitting them feels somehow worse—like the fear before puking, like the fear of the first day of school. “I sent things.”


  “Because a girl trapped in Hell wants goddamn gift baskets? She didn’t go off to college, dude. She basically went to the equivalent of a Russian gulag and you’re sending cookies and bottled water.”


  Mookie growls, “I see you’re enjoying the moisturizer.”


  Burnsy looks down. “Oh. Yeah. Actually. Thanks.”


  “Goddamnit. She say anything? Anything at all about where or what?”


  “Like I said, she’s chasing something. She wouldn’t say what. But, ehhhh, she did say one thing...” Burnsy winces lipless around gritted teeth.


  “Spill it.”


  “She’s heading to the market.”


  “The Oddments?”


  “Yonder.”


  Jesus. What the hell would she be looking for there? You want something odd—some canker gall, a firebug lantern, a new tin for your Blue—you go to the Oddments. You want something serious, something big and bad with a cost that’ll cut a hunk out of your soul, you head to Yonder. You want hard drugs? Yonder. Dark secrets? Yonder. Something you can’t get anywhere else, ever? Goddamn Yonder.


  They say that someone going to Yonder is “going the far distance.”


  That’s slang, too, for death.


  Because sometimes you go to Yonder looking to find something and you end up getting lost, instead.


  He feels a twinge in his chest. Little lightning currents shooting down his left arm. To the tips of his fingers. Buzzing there like antennae.


  “What’s she looking for there, Lister?”


  Burnsy flinches, but then he says, “She’s looking for a ticket.”


  “A ticket? A ticket to what?”


  “The 13 Train.”


  It’s Mookie’s turn to flinch.


  “C’mon,” Mookie says. “We’re taking a ride. By the way, you got any Blue?”
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  The old subway line has a lot of names. The L2L, or “Hell-to-Hell” Train. The 80s, or “Hades” train. The Deep-V, the Dire Line, the Triple-6s. All those written in graffiti on the side, or so the stories say. But most just know it as the number that’s reportedly on the front and the back: the 13. It’s a legend, this train. Not just down here, either, but up top. People sometimes say that they’ve seen a train go speeding by with a grungy number 13 on it, and no 13 Train has ever existed in this city. And it always comes before or after something bad happening. A kid falls on the tracks and gets hit. A gas main explodes or a building collapses. It’s even been an excuse for delays—“Oh, shit, man¸ it’s the 13, again.” And they laugh. It even went around after 9/11, that story—a whole bunch of people claim to have seen the 13 the morning just before the first plane hit the North Tower. Thing is, it isn’t just an urban legend. It’s a real train. A ghost train. I know it’s real because I can feel it down here. And if you manage to get a ticket, you can take a ride on that ghost train, well, the story goes that it’ll take you wherever the hell—or maybe wherever in Hell—you need to go.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  The four-wheeler is a fist punching through the tunnels of Hell. Goblin skulls decorate the front. Chains and spikes line the tires. After using his last quad to blow up the god-worm Vithra (in the form of Boss Zoladski), Burnsy ditched the patriotic rah-rah-red-white-and-blue and went for green, purple, and black: Frankenstein colors.


  Mookie feels absurd—big dude clinging to the little man’s back as the quad barrels and bounces over rocks, roots, skulls. Hunched over and trying not to lose his head to some low-hanging stalactite. He’s like a horse riding a donkey.


  The Great Below whips past. Dark stone. Glowing cankerpedes. The occasional torch of some hapless hellbound wanderer. The headlights up front catch other manic, malevolent wonders: a scurrying pair of long-limbed albino gophers (which squawk and dive out of the way), a cascade of slushy, oily rainbow water (which Burnsy narrowly misses), a Mole Man bundled in a half-dozen coats trying to wrench a copper pipe out of the rock (he curses at them in a language that isn’t English, and grabs his puffy, coat-swaddled crotch as they rocket past).


  They bound up out of rock tunnels and into old sewer passages. Mookie hears one of the MTA lines running nearby. And then Burnsy turns sharply right and the quad growls through a breach in the brick and suddenly everything is wind and bright lights and a train about to hit them but then they cross back through another toothy brick hole and they’re back into the dark.


  Mookie feels hot and cold. Sweaty and slick. Queasy and slippery, like all the world’s falling away from him, like the entirety of the Great Below is going to drop out from under them both and they’ll plunge into the roiling Ravenous Expanse.


  He closes his eyes. Focuses on yelling to Burnsy.


  “The 13 Train isn’t real,” he bellows over the growl of the quad.


  “It’s real all right,” Burnsy yells back. “I’ve felt it.”


  And then the quad is skidding sideways, drifting to a stop in the gravel and grit. Above their heads a single bulb swings. And ahead sits a breach in the rock—a straight-walled fissure separated by a series of bent, rusted girders. Girders forming a staircase. A dangerous, wide-gapped, slip-and-you-die staircase.


  A piece of plywood hangs on a pair of chains nearby.


  On it, in drippy paint: YONDER.


  And an arrow pointing down.


  “Ta-da,” Burnsy says, dismounting from the four-wheeler.


  Mookie’s been here before. This will not be his first trip to the Yonder Markets, but the gods help him he hopes it’s his last.


  He steps over to the girders. Plants one boot down. Finds it slippery—not like ice, but as if it’s greased with engine lubricant. Burnsy clears his throat and points up.


  Above their heads, Mookie sees the light of the line bulb caught in a glistening, quivering upside-down carpet. Like a veneer of snot shellacked over the curvature in the old sewer brick. A snotter. Slime mold. Harmless, mostly. Mindless, too. But step underneath and that thing will drop down on your head. Its mucus is caustic. It will start burning your skin, eating through your scalp, working fast on the bone. Not a guaranteed death, but you’d damn sure pray for one if you survive.


  “Good looking out,” Mookie says.


  But then he notices Burnsy hanging back.


  He says to the beet-red blister man, “You coming?”


  “I dunno, Mook. I don’t like this place.”


  “You ever been here?”


  Burnsy hesitates. “Once.”


  “What’d you lose?”


  “Nothing. But almost something real precious.”


  Mookie growls. “So quit your whining. Man up and let’s go.”


  “Man up? Man up. Shut the fuck up, you big asshole. I’m scared of this place because it’s scary and that has nothing to do with men or women or dicks or pussies or anything else. And it’s not me whining. It’s not like I’m afraid to ride a fucking Ferris Wheel or eat sushi for the first time. I almost gave up my memory of my goddamn family, Mook. In exchange for getting healed, in exchange for having a real face again, not this mask of raw beef jerky stuck onto my skull. So, you know what? Fuck you.”


  Mookie’s forgotten how touchy Burnsy can be.


  He holds up the fat, flat palms of his hands. “I surrender. Okay? Just... relax. Jeez. I’m tired and worn thin and I don’t feel so good—” Not a lie. Mookie feels clammy and woozy, like his eyes aren’t attached to his brain and his brain isn’t attached to his body. “And my daughter is down here looking for a hell-train I didn’t know existed to go the gods-know-where. Just help me. Help me find her. Help me convince her to go back. I got a lead on a way out for her, but I just need to get to her and tell her.”


  Burnsy hesitates.


  Clacks his bright white chompers together.


  “Fine,” he says, finally, taking a few steps forward. “Let’s do this. But you see me getting tempted by any bullshit down there, you best slap me hard enough to knock such a bad idea out of my dumb head, okay?”


  “My pleasure.”


  “Let’s walk. And don’t forget about that snotter up there.”


   


  *


   


  Down, down, through the fissure. Steam rising up around them like Hell’s own breathing. The girders are unevenly spaced. Mookie has to help Burnsy down over a few of them, and almost loses his own footing in the process. The path is lit—neon bolted to the wall, casting the way down in swimmy, buzzy blues and eye-searing pinks.


  And then: the ladder.


  Like from a fire-escape. Hammered into the wall with staples big enough to suture Godzilla’s wounds. A roach-rat scuttles along the top of it. Antennae-wavering. Shiny wings, dark as cancer, twitching. The rat-face hisses. Mookie backhands it and the screeching thing falls down through the final passage, banging on the rungs as it falls.


  Yonder waits below.


  It’s a vertical market. Not like the Oddments, which is mostly splayed out like a flea market designed by a drunk. Yonder, though, is levels on levels, each crooked, few lining up with the other. It’s one big cage and a maze inside a maze: everything separated by bars and mesh, wires and fence. You see something you want just a few feet away, and it might take you hours, days, to get there—winding through the channels, up, then down, then around and around until maybe you find what you’re looking for.


  It’s like a puzzle box jammed into a bottomless pit. Beneath Yonder is—nothing. Just an empty void. Some say that all the way down there is the Ravenous Expanse, that the god-worms live—or lived—there. Mookie doesn’t buy it. The trip down into that space only opened to him and Nora with Ochre, and he didn’t see anything that looked like a way back up through the Great Below.


  They climb down.


  The noise of the market rises up. Murmurs and shouts and a mad laugh and soul-cutting scream. Smells, too—oil burning. Hair scorching. Something like meat cooking, but meat that’s gone past its date. Flame put to spoiled flesh. 


  Mookie lands first.


  The grate beneath his feet bows and rattles. Below him, levels of the market down, down, down. A pair of infection-yellow gobbo eyes watches him from just below, the creature sitting in front of an unfurled blanket. Mookie can’t make out what the gob has on that blanket, and he doesn’t much want to know, either.


  He helps Burnsy down.


  A Trogbody—a golem—sits there on a stool. Big like Mookie. Rock body straining against a dirty denim jacket. A pick-ax sits by his side as the golem crunches on limestone gravel like it’s popcorn.


  Crunch crunch crunch. “You want in?” The Trog asks. He gestures with his misshapen stone head toward the closed—locked—gate behind.


  The golem’s voice sounds like gravestones rubbing together.


  “We do,” Mookie says. “I don’t remember anybody standing guard here.”


  “It’s new,” the Trog says. “I’m new.”


  Crunch crunch crunch.


  “Well, whadda we gotta do?” Burnsy asks. “What’s the price to get in?”


  The Trog’s eyes look like amethyst spires sticking out of black stone craters. Those glittering eyes tilt toward Mookie. The craters narrow: a look of scrutiny. He ignores Burnsy and to Mookie says, “You’re big like me. You got Trogbody blood? You some kinda Half-n-Half?”


  Mookie grunts. “Just tell us what we owe to get in. We’re on a clock.”


  “A million bucks,” the golem says. His Pac-Man mouth grinds wide, shows off a set of milky quartz chompers. “No, wait. A billion bucks.”


  The Trog laughs. It sounds like an avalanche starting and stopping.


  “I don’t get it,” Mookie says.


  “He doesn’t want us to come in at any price, Mook,” Burnsy says.


  “See, the talking hot dog gets it,” says the golem.


  Mookie steps forward. The Trog eases off the stool with the grinding of stone bones. Massive earthen knuckles crack and snap as they form fists.


   “Someone pay you to stop us from getting in there?” Mookie growls. That’s what Trogs do—hire themselves out. They don’t have much culture or community, not like the gobs or the Naga.


  “What do you think?”


  “We’re getting in there.”


  “Good luck, meatbag.”


  Mookie isn’t one for finesse. He’s not the duck-and-feint type. No tricks. No fancy moves. When he comes at you, it’s like a tidal wave—big, slow, and in one direction only. And for most folks, the only thing you can really do is hope to get out of the way.


  Thing is, Trogs don’t fight with finesse, either. If Mookie’s the wave, this golem is the shore—and when he slams against the monster, the monster slams against him, too. A rocky hand grabs Mookie’s scalp, threatening to peel the skin right off. Mookie’s own hand comes up under the Trogbody’s jaw and grabs it like he’s a kid swinging on a set of monkeybars. The Trog tries to clamp down and bite through Mookie’s fingers but Pearl isn’t having it. He starts yanking on that jaw—shimmering dust and tiny pebbles raining from the hinges as it starts to come free.


  The golem roars in pain.


  But then—


  Mookie’s body seizes. He feels loose, light, dizzy. His chest goes hot, tight. A deep pain rises behind his eyes, and with it, coruscating white flashes. The fight goes out of him. His knees turn to garden hoses.


  Next thing he knows, he’s on the ground. On his back. Panting.


  The Trog stands over him.


  Two hands grabbing the sides of Mookie’s head.


  Pressing inward. The pressure is terrible. Everything pounds and throbs—a water balloon about to pop. His eyes feel like zits caught between pinching fingers.


  I’m gonna die, he thinks.


  Nora’s somewhere below him. And she’s going to go, get her ticket, get on that train. All while he dies above her head, the life squeezed out of him. Blood from a stone.


  Suddenly: movement.


  Mookie’s own vision is shit now—everything seen in the pauses of those coruscating lights (the lights of his brain cells going bright and then dark like bulbs before they burn out)—and what he sees is a shuddering movement, a red smear, red like chorizo, red like paprika and pepperoni, and there clambers Burnsy up on the back of the golem, a pick-ax held aloft like he’s wielding Excalibur, and that ax comes down hard against the back of the Trogbody’s skull—


  Kachink!


  And then the golem goes still.


  A purple glow shines from the back of its skull.


  Its amethyst eyes go dark.


  And, finally, its massive clay mitts go slack.


  Mookie draws a deep breath. The tightness recedes as the wave goes back to sea.


  Burnsy hops down. The golem stays in that hunched over position. A low groan crawls from the depths of the beast. Steam hisses from its head. It’s not dead. Trogs never die, not really. But this one’s out of commission.


  “Goddamn,” Mookie says, wincing and shimmying his massive body from underneath what is now a statue.


  “You’re getting old,” Burnsy says. He’s grinning. All proud of himself: the fox who caught the biggest rooster in the henhouse. “I saved your lumpy musclebound ass.”


  “Yeah. Getting old.” That’s all it is, Mookie tells himself. He knows it’s a lie but right now isn’t the time to shine a light in that particular corner. “Thanks for...doing the thing. But don’t get too excited. This prick wanted to stop us. Shoulda coulda. Don’t know why or who put him up to it.”


  Burnsy clears his throat. “It coulda been... well. You know.”


  Mookie dusts himself off. “No. I don’t know. Say it.”


  Burnsy clearly doesn’t want to say anything but Mookie gives him a look—the look—and after a sigh, the dead man says, “It coulda been her, Mook. Coulda been Nora. Wouldn’t be the first time she put an obstacle in your way.”


  “It’s not like that anymore.”


  Though suddenly Mookie wonders if that’s a lie, too.
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  You ever been to Yonder? It’s like being trapped in a giant metal box with monsters. Half of them want to eat you. The other half want to be you. (You know, so they can wear your skin and go up to the surface and traipse around, la-la-la.) All of them are trying to sell you something, which is a way to say, all of them are trying to take something from you. Because that’s always the cost. This isn’t like, a hundred bucks for some magical tchotchke. This is agreeing to a lifetime of nightmares so you can get the girl of your dreams. This is giving up your left hand to make your right hand powerful. This is a marketplace for monsters, of monsters, by monsters. Normally, I’d stay the hell away from that place. But there’s something I need. And I think these days I’m as much monster as I am girl, so they can fuck right off if they think they can roll over on me.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  The market is bustling. The floor—half grating, half plywood over grating—bangs beneath Mookie’s fast-tromping feet.


  Here: a pair of goblins sits in front of a table full of organs held fast in jars. Murky formaldehyde water. Bubbles. The gobbos are connected by a band of flesh that looks like gray, corpse-skin taffy.


  There: a Snakeface stands in front of an old phone booth, the windows of the thing spraypainted black. The Snakeface holds a sign—an elegant cursive script, the words burned into wood—that reads: Ring Those Who Cannot Be Rung.


  Beyond: a Half-and-Half (half-woman, half-grasshopper) hawks a tray of strange, glowing rocks; a golem offers hammer and chisel to anybody who wants to tap what appears to be a vein of Cerulean crossing his rock-slab chest; a ratty-looking girl mans a filthy soot-stained food-cart, milking venomous spiders into grungy milkshake cups for a trio of gobbos sitting on rickety bar stools.


  Fucking Yonder.


  Mookie moves past it all. Eyes fall on him but he can’t care.


  His mouth is dry. His hands are wet. So is his shirt. Everything feels chafing, itchy, like he’s got ocean-damp sand crammed up in all his corners. He’s afraid the Blue that Burnsy gave him is going to gutter and go out, so he grabs the last of that bit and with shaky finger rubs a bit on his temples—


  It kicks him like a horse-hoof wrapped in a blanket. The flame inside the lantern of his mind goes bright again, the edges all blue flame and crispy char-skin edges. Buzzing neon. Full moon. House fire.


  And then he’s back.


  Burnsy tugs his elbow. “You just do more Blue?”


  “Nnngh-huh, yeah.”


  “You weren’t about to go dark yet. You had time—”


  Mookie wheels. Thrusts a fat bratwurst finger. “It’s fine. I needed it.”


  “Jesus, Mook. You’re a goddamn Blazehead.”


  “What?” Mookie turns, keeps walking. “Fuck you.”


  “You’re sick. And you got an addiction. I thought you could manage—”


  “I am managing.” He reaches a spiral staircase, the steps lined with human skulls themselves lined with Christmas lights. It goes up and down. It kills him, this decision. Nora could be anywhere in this three-dimensional space. And if he goes the wrong way, he misses her. He goes down when she’s up, suddenly she’s got her ticket and she’s back out of the market.


  If she’s even here at all.


  “Mook—”


  “Shut up,” he hisses. He closes his eyes, tries to ignore the headache, the sweating, the hot, the cold, the feeling that his heart has been replaced with a hand squeezing a blood-wet sponge. Where would she have gone?


  Jesus, he’s so dumb. He says as much to Burnsy. “She’s looking for the ticket. And here we are just wandering around like assholes? Where’s the ticket booth?”


  Burnsy gapes and goggles. His tongue plays against his raw, red lips. “Like I know? This place isn’t my jam, pal—”


  Mookie slides past the dead man and shoves himself between the gobbos at the food-cart. One hisses, and its tubule tongue lashes out and flicks the air toward his face—Mookie catches it, wraps it thrice around the creature’s own head, then shoves the gray-faced thing off the stool. It squeaks and weeps.


  The girl behind the cart cocks an eyebrow—an eyebrow ringed with rusty washers piercing the skin. She holds up a container of twitching milk-spiders and gestures toward what looks like an industrial-grade blender. “You want a milked spider-shake, you just gotta ask. And pay. No need to rough up the—”


  “Ticket booth,” Mookie rasps. “For the 13 Train.”


  She smirks. “13 Train doesn’t exist.”


  “Not in the mood. I’ll throw this goddamn cart through the floor of this place, send it all the way to the Great Below’s ground floor. Where. Is. The ticket booth.”


  Girl clears her throat and runs her hands through unwashed pink hair. “Go up two levels. You’ll see a tent—the Brothers and Sisters of the Bleak Gazement are up there preaching—and then past that is the booth. Snakeface manning it, name of Srilago.”


  Mookie reaches in his pocket, pulls out a couple bills, crumples them and leaves them on the serving ledge.


  She barks a laugh. “What good is that down here?”


  “You’re human. You’ll find a use for it.”


  “Who says I’m human?” she asks, then winks. “Hey, by the way, you don’t look so hot, dude—”


  But Mookie, he doesn’t hear her because he doesn’t care.


  Only one thing on his mind now.


  Nora.


   


  *


   


  Burnsy has other plans.


  Well. Not plans, so much.


  As Mookie’s acting like a human battering ram and cramming himself between the gobs at the food cart, something catches Burnsy’s eye.


  A dead woman—her hair like seaweed, her mouth like a knife-slash in a leather couch, skin hard and dry and dark like someone who died out in the desert—sits on a ratty blanket, a series of Polaroid photos splayed out in front of her. Images on the Polaroids shift and swim, drift from frame to frame like something less on a computer screen and something more in a dream.


  Burnsy sees an image of his wife. “Janice,” he croaks. It’s her clipping laundry to the line, looking like she always did in photos: half-irritated someone would think to snap her shot, but half-playful, too, like the irritation is just a ruse, like in reality she likes being on camera but maybe doesn’t want to admit it.


  It’s not a photo he remembers ever taking. Or even seeing.


  Then: another photo. His daughter. Penny. From years ago. Their best years. Her on a tricycle. Riding on a sidewalk. Pink petunia in her hair.


  The desiccated thing that Burnsy calls a heart thumps and twitches like if you hooked a car battery up to a dead bird.


  He mumbles, “I’ll be back, Mook,” and drifts toward the leathery zombie.


  He drifts like a piece of trash on a slow tide.


  His knees buckle. His spine softens. But he doesn’t feel pain in his skin, not like usual—most moments of every day and every night his skin feels like he took a nap on a bed of fire ants. Crawling and biting. Everything tight and swollen like at any moment he might split like a chapped lip. But now—pain’s gone. Soft focus. Everything is cool drink and warm bread.


  And the dead woman opens her mouth and roaches spill out and the sound that hits his ears is a chittering clitter-clatter of little legs coupled with a gassy whisper, but the sound that hits his mind are her words:


  Mister Lister. I can make you whole again. I can put you in these photos. This can be your world again. Chitter chitter. Roachy tickle. Give me your body and your mind can go free. Give me your horrible, ruined, burned body. Unshackle yourself from the manacles of your ugly skin. Don’t you want to be with them again?


  He wants that. He needs that.


  But something feels wrong, too. It’s like a drug high—you’re up there flying in the skies and feeling like the Lord of Everything but somewhere in the farthest-flung corner of yourself you know: it’s all fake, it’s all one big lie, a pretend parade, a stage show put on by me and for me. Just an actor in your own drama.


  This feels like that.


  But just like it is with heroin, he thinks, Damn, who cares?


  And so it is that Burnsy sits down and runs his hands over the photos. And he smells the laundry detergent his wife used to use. He feels the texture of his little girl’s denim Osh-Kosh overalls. His lips open slow and start to form the words, words he knows will write and sign the contract all in a single go: You can have my body—


  But those words are interrupted.


  The entire Yonder Market shudders.


  Somewhere above his head he hears a goblin shriek.


  The dead woman hisses and gurgles and in his mind he hears, Don’t go away, don’t pay attention to that, sit back down...


  Burnsy stands. Again alert.


  Behind him, the gobbos have gone from the cart. The Grasshopper Woman is in the midst of packing up her wares, but now stands stiff, antennae searching the air, big bug eyes tilting upward toward the sound of the shriek.


  Burnsy thinks, How long have I been sitting here?


  Where the hell is Mookie?


  The entire place shudders again.


  Another scream. This one human.


  A third voice in the mix. Nora. It’s Nora’s voice.


  “Dad!”


  Holy shit.


  Burnsy races to the spiral stairs. Soon as he sets one foot down, Yonder really starts to shake, a bang, bang, BANG, BANG, the sound of thunder, the sound of a riot, the sound of a giant running to crush Jack for stealing all his magic beans—


  Then the shuddering becomes an earthquake. A tectonic seizure from a highway pileup. All of the market goes wobbly—


  And then a massive shape comes crashing down through the metal floor. Like a wrecking ball. With arms. And legs. And covered in skinless, howling freaks.


  A grub-white shape pops free of the pawing, clawing bodies. Like a white whale breaching from a sea of writhing muscle and glistening tendon.


  “Mookie,” Burnsy gasps.


  Except, this isn’t the Mookie he showed up with.


  This Mookie has a neck like a tree-trunk. A skull like a shark’s skull. Mouth full of grinding golf ball teeth. Eyes red as wet cherries.


  This is Mookie Pearl on Vermilion. This is Red Rage Mookie.


  And this Mookie looks fucking pissed.


   


  *


   


  Way it happens is this:


  Mookie goes up.


  Through the throng of monsters: a pair of gobbos, one standing on the other’s shoulders; an old man with rats for eyes and a mouth that’s naught but a howling spiral; another Trogbody selling Pigment, this time little phials of Red Rage looking like test tubes full of rust flake; Snakeface shifting faces, from red-head to old salt to little boy to gangsta thug, a flip-book of faces, flip, flip, flip.


  Mookie moves past the mustard-yellow tent of the Bleak Gazement cult, hears the preaching from within the fabric walls—


  “...and the void was empty and alive and we stared into it and it filled us up and became us and that is how we knew truth...”


  “Praise Nothing!”


  “Praise Nothing!”


  “Praise Nothing!”


  And then he sees the booth. Which is barely that. A stack of oil drums and barrels lashed together with knotty rope, a sign hanging above in buzzy, flickering neon:


  13.


  And there, at the counter, is Nora.


  Everything rushes up to meet Mookie. Like standing still and moving forward. His daughter. His baby girl. He hasn’t done right by her yet. And today that changes.


  Mookie charges toward her. Catches her by the elbow. Spins her around—rough, too rough. He doesn’t mean it to be that way but it’s like his body’s got the accelerator mashed to the mat, like he’s running hot and can’t cool down.


  “Dad,” Nora says.


  In her hand is a token: several circles of soda can tin and aluminum riveted together. In the middle, cut out, a single obvious number:


  13.


  Behind the booth, a man watches—conductor hat, face like the cattle catcher on an old locomotive, eyes that are tokens like the one in Nora’s hand. Steam drifts lazily from his nose and ears, and Mookie can smell the cooking coal.


  “Nora,” Mookie says. He wraps his daughter up in a big hug. Tries not to crush her.


  She pulls away, angrily.


  “Hey!” she barks, finger thrusting up under his chin. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “I’m sorry, Nora. I’ve been working. I got a lead—a real lead. I tried to send you some stuff but time got away from me and—”


  She twists her shoulder out of his grip. “You left me down here.”


  “I know.”


  “I hate this place.”


  “Me too, sweetheart, me too.”


  And then she says, “I can feel this place, Dad. I don’t need Blue anymore, you understand? I can touch the walls and feel...”


  But her words drift away.


  Mookie’s a predator. And a good predator knows how to spot others of its ilk. And they’ve got enemies incoming. Movement on all sides. Beyond the booth. To the left, to the right. Behind them. Hoods pulled down, but Mookie can see the way the skin beneath glistens. The way their mouths shift and twitch—like anemone in the ocean current. Can see the wavy serpentine blades, light pooling in the steel.


  The Skinless.


  Mookie pulls his daughter close. Holds her face between his hands. “You need to run,” he says. “Run for the exit. Do not stop.”


  “Dad—”


  But then the first Skinless whoops—an ululating sound that isn’t human, isn’t human at all. It’s a cry of attack, because suddenly here they all come, rushing inward, blades up and out, and without warning her Mookie grabs his daughter and lifts her up on top of the crates and barrels around the ticket booth. “Go!” he bellows—


  Just as the first Skinless lunges.


  He catches the arm, lifts up—snaps the bone at the elbow, the arm forming a hard ninety-degree angle. The knife clatters. Mookie flings the freak into two more running for him. Beyond them: more, more, more. A dozen from one direction, a dozen from another. Jesus what do they want with us? And then Mookie feels that hard twist in his chest like it’s a knob on a locked door somebody keeps rattling in its socket—


  No, no, no, not this time, if you fall they’ll go after her—


  And then he knows what he needs to do.


  He becomes bulldozer, trash truck, tractor fucking trailer—he rushes to meet the clash and clamor of cultists, and they don’t expect that. A few stop. A couple backpedal. He hits them like a Brahma bull, boom. One tries to swipe at him with the knife but he’s already uppercutting a hard fist. Jaw shatters. Black mouth tentacles drop like leeches.


  Then Mookie keeps moving.


  There—


  The golem. With the little glass phials.


  The Trog turns toward him late, too late, utterly bewildered—“Whuh?”—and Mookie loses his footing but lands with his hand planted in front of the golem’s wares. He grabs for a phial, fidgets for a half-second with the cork stopper but can’t make his thick callus-crust fingers do shit with it, so he just pops the whole damn thing in his mouth and bites down—


  Crinkle-pop.


  Glass on his tongue. Stuck in his gums.


  And the cold powder of the Vermilion.


  The Skinless pile on. A knife sticks in his shoulder meat. Black tentacles reach like oily hands and suction onto his ears and he hears a sound like the tide sucking out to sea as it slurps over sand. His heart beats faster and faster. It feels like someone’s crushing it the way you’d crush a can before tossing it into the trash. But then the Red Rage hits him—


  A fire in the void. A waterfall of blood spattering into a lake of magma. Everything is meteors striking dark earth. Mookie feels the change sweep over him. The way his muscles bulge. The way his eyes grow big as softballs in the thick ridges of his cracking, widening skull. Everything swells. Pops. Rips.


  Somewhere he hears a voice—“Dad!”—but he doesn’t know who it is or why anyone would think that he was their father, for a monster such as him can have no family. A monster such as him is nothing but rage and death. He is doombringer. He is hell-crusher. His cock feels like a—


  The Skinless pile on him. Stabbing. Their knives snap against his thick, gristly cartilage. He grabs a bunch of them. Lifts them up and leaps—


  Then comes back down hard.


  The floor buckles.


  Breaks.


  And Mookie plunges downward.


  He hears somebody, a voice he recognizes, calling his name—


  But he cannot care. Any recognition is lost beneath a sweeping blanket of hunger—hunger for misery and murder. His hands ache to crush bones. His teeth long to eat meat. His throat desires blood, his ears demand screams, his body is an instrument of anarchy and apocalypse.


  A backhanding fist spins a head around on its neck.


  A hard elbow ruptures another’s skull.


  The chorus of breaking bones. The cacophony of gargled tongues.


  Mookie picks up the food cart, begins smashing it down. Pulping bodies.


  And yet, they keep coming.


  Suddenly, the fire within sweeps through, begins burning his soul curtains, catching on all the walls inside his mind. A little voice inside of him panics, runs the strobe-light sirens and kicks up the klaxons—awooga, awooga, awooga—and he knows that it’s eating him up now, and his heart feels like a peach stripped of its flesh with only the gnarled pit behind. Shadow pulses at his edges. He gets up. Runs. Smashes everything out of his way. Picks up Skinless, flings them into wire. Crashes shoulder-first through a plywood barrier. Hits hard against a rock wall, where part of the Yonder Market is anchored through fat, titanic eyebolts—the eyebolt jiggers, the rock splits, the whole thing starts to loosen. Then the floor is out beneath him—


  Bang. The whole market shifts, shudders as Mookie lands. The sound of metal scraping rock scraping metal. Ggggggkkkkk. Screams. Motion. Fleeing.


  Pinwheeling fists. Daggers grabbed, turned on their foes. Where do they keep coming from? Limbs lopped. Heads rolled.


  Another drop—


  This time, it’s not Mookie through the floor but the whole market moving.


  Again, that spike of panic. A surging fear-signal cranking up in volume as two things happen in near simultaneity:


  One, Mookie’s body seizes. The pain shoots through him, a living, arcing thing. A demon made of electricity, a creature who takes dear pleasure in the agony it causes.


  Two, Yonder grinds, then shifts, then tilts hard. The market swings—once held fast, now attached only by hinges.


  It drops.


  Everything falls apart.


  Mookie plunges down, down, down.


  Skinless all around him.


  Pain all inside him.


  Nora.


  Darkness.
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  A complete world has been riven in two. Light made separate from dark. Order held at arm’s length away from the snapping jaws of Chaos. The separation is imperfect, of course: when the sun sets, the light is pushed back by the waking dark. Order always give way to chaos, like a man who turns to a wolf under the pregnant moon, like how Jekyll becomes Hyde. The history of our world is a separated, segregated one. The future, however, will be very different.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  This, then, is Nora Pearl.


  Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl. Or, in another life not so long ago: Persephone.


  Daughter to Michael “Mookie” Pearl: human doomsday bunker, now dead.


  Daughter to Jessica “Jess” Pearl: good mother and tough lady, now dead.


  She’s small, unlike her father. More her mother’s build. She walks quick, talks quick, a hummingbird moving from flower to flower, hungry for nectar. (Hummingbirds are no Tinker Bells: they’re vicious and competitive when it comes to a taste of the sweet stuff.) Her hair is long, flaxen, a waterfall made golden by the dawn. Her eyes shine like turning pennies. Her mouth is a straight line: not impassive, not emotionless, but fighting a war between a sneer and a smirk.


  Nora is a splinter, a staple, a sharpened painted fingernail right under your eyelid. She wants what she wants and she’ll do anything to get it.


  What she wants now is to leave the Great Below.


  She needs to escape Hell.


  Her father saved her life down in the Ravenous Expanse—after she betrayed him. But saving her meant feeding her the Caput Mortuum mushrooms: the Violet Void, the final Pigment. (She’s seen four of the five Mystical Pigments now—Viridian, the Green Grave, remains undiscovered.) The Violet Void filled her with the dead breath of this haunted place. It made her heart into a maze. It bound her to the endless chambers and knotted passageways.


  And now it won’t let her leave.


  Any time she tries, she gets the shakes. Headaches that turn to nosebleeds. A pressure behind her eyes that feels like her whole face is about to pop like an overfed tick. It’s as if what healed her was the energies of Hell itself—as if the gaps of her wounds, the vents in her ragged soul, were filled with the void. And now to leave this place means ripping that out of her. Reopening the wounds. Inviting death anew.


  But she can’t stay.


  She’ll go mad down here. Like she tried to tell Mookie, she’s changing. Not physically—though she’s certainly grown paler, lost weight, as if she’s joining the ranks of the wandering specters that now flicker and twitch in the dark absent that downward momentum that grabbed them before. No, these changes are deeper, stranger. Unseen but keenly felt. She’s a part of this place now. She can feel it: plant a hand on the wall and she knows that gobbos are nearby, knows that god-worms twist in their temples, can feel the nearest veins of Cerulean and can even feel, if she concentrates really really hard, the hot matchtip burn of a Vermilion vein a long ways away.


  At first she hated it, this change. Hated what it meant for her. Hated that this was what she was becoming. But now she loves it. Because this is how she’s going to get out of this place. Her eyes, wrenched open, saw something down here.


  One day she had two hands on the wall, feeling what she could feel about Hell (scuttle-scuff of cankerpedes crawling two gobbos fucking each other’s mouths while rolling around on a cakey lime powder floor a corpse a river a vein of Blue a ghost weeping in the dark with a mouthful of dead orchids) and then just as she was about to stop looking...


  Someone looked back.


  Someone like her. Someone who could feel this place.


  Someone whose empty, dead spaces were filled with the rude, crude facsimile of life—granted a reprieve not by a breath of life but rather from the breath of the void.


  Somewhere out there is John Atticus Oakes.


  And Nora is going to find him.


   


  *


   


  The 91st Street Station.


  Abandoned for thirty years.


  Amazing what the people above don’t know about what lies just below their feet. The station has no mezzanine—it’s just one set of steps down from the street. Of course, it’s blocked off: the stairs dead-end now, bricked off, sealed away. To get here you’ve  got to walk the tracks or take one of the winding boltholes here in the Shallows.


  That’s what Nora does. She found her way here through the old steam tunnels beneath Columbia: fat red and blue pipes winding through abandoned hallways. Steam hissed, warming the air. From there it was just a crack in the wall—she shimmied through, pieces of stone crumbling away—and there it was just a short slide into a big sewer tunnel. Unused. Smelled more like dust and death than it did of any bodily leavings—and it was big, round, a massive brick tube in which you could easily drive a small car. From there it was not far to the station.


  The station is abandoned. Every inch coated in bright graffiti. A few bare bulbs shine above. Rats mill through piles of garbage. Piles of bricks and rocks lay about next to crooked heaps of wooden pallets. She shines her light all around. Hears the murmurs of voices and cars just above. The ignorant and unaware of the Above World. Dopes and dummies, eyes willfully shut to the real world. Makes them victims.


  Nora isn’t a victim.


  She stands here on the platform and wonders about that.


  What it is to be a victim. She likes to think she’s the architect of her own existence, but now she’s not so sure.


  Well. That changes now.


  Especially now that her father is dead.


  And here she does the unthinkable: she sheds a tear for him. More than one tear—suddenly here comes the deluge, the blurry eyes and the wet cheeks, the doubling over like she just got socked in the gut. If there’s anything that makes you weak, she thinks—that makes you a victim—it’s crying. Like a little girl. Over a man who—well, a man to whom she owes her entire existence and that’s both good and bad. He helped give her life and helped save her life but also cursed her in so many ways. Being a bad dad. Showing her the way to a life of crime, to Blue, to the Deep Downstairs of the Great Below. Not to mention shoving a Death’s Head mushroom in her mouth, binding her to this place.


  A normal father might have begat a normal daughter.


  A normal daughter who might think differently about shedding tears over her father. Who wouldn’t question the sorrow, and would just go with it, give into it, let it—like a common cold—run its course.


  That ship has sailed.


  Normalcy isn’t her bag. Neither is grief.


  So, she straightens up, wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, and chokes back the image of him saving her one last time before going all Red Rage again. She narrowly escaped Yonder—hand on the rung of the ladder as the whole thing tilted downward, as if on a hinge. The whole crazy cage didn’t fall—at least, not when she was still there—but it did remain hanging by only a few heavy gauge chains on the one side. The bottom busted out as Mookie and those freaks fell through. Others fell with them: gobbos and Naga and golems, surprised at the sudden shift, plunging down into the chasm below.


  With that, Nora is an orphan.


  Her heart hurts from that. Some space deep in her middle feels empty. And hungry. Like it’s consumptive of all the other emotions she has.


  But she reminds herself to stay steady. This can empower her. She doesn’t have any ties. No more reason to try to fix the rickety bridge between her and her father.


  She’s on her own now.


  She always felt like that, but reality always got in the way. Now, though? Now it’s real. Now it’s all on her. Good. Great. Excellent.


  She steps up to the platform. Rats—brave as the city’s rats are—don’t care to step out of the way and so she kicks a few onto the tracks where they squeak in protest before scurrying away. In her pocket, she fishes out the 13 token.


  Academically, she knows it’s light. It has little weight, and minimal density. Lighter, even, than any old subway token. But it feels heavy. Heavy with some other kind of weight. Mystery. Consequence. Magic.


  The booth monster—that’s the only way she can think of the freak who gave her the token—asked for nothing in return. That was curious. Yonder is always about the hard bargain, the damning deal. But there she just walked up, and before she said anything he gave her the token. Which means the deal isn’t done. She knows there’s more to pay down the line. Because nobody rides for free on the 13 Train.


  So, she does what she was told to do. She steps up to the end of the platform. By a sign—miraculously bereft of any graffiti—that says ASBESTOS WARNING.


  She takes the token. Flips it like a quarter onto the tracks.


  It ticks against the third rail.


  She hears a distant rumble.


  Sees streamers of dirt and dust.


  A train horn. Wonnnnk wonnnnnnnnk.


  And from the darkened tunnel, a ring of light. Coming closer. Growing brighter. The ring washes out into a spire, a cone, then a light so bright she has to shield her eyes and when she looks up:


  The 13 Train has arrived.


  Boxy. A corroded and water-stained silver. The yellow light of a sickened liver shines through the line of sooty, smeary windows. By the door, a white circle with a crudely painted 13 in its center. As if in blood. Flies speck the sign, taking flight as it closes in. One door judders and hisses open. Then slams shut again. Open. Shut. Like a mouth clamping down. Crashing and gnashing in hunger.


  Gods, I’m gonna have to go through that thing.


  She steps up to the door—hiss, crash, hiss, crash—and gingerly extends a hand. Soon as her fingers get close, the door slams shut again. She curses out loud and yanks her hand back. Then, from within, a hand catches the door.


  It’s him. The booth monster. The cattle-catcher mouth. The 13s for eyes.


  “I’m the conductor,” he says, as if to correct her thoughts of him. “Apologies, ma’am. The door—it’s on the fritz. But I’ve got it, if you care to enter.”


  “You won’t let it close on me?”


  “Why would I? You bought the token. You’ll take the ride.”


  “I didn’t buy the token. You gave it to me.”


  “I did not, but one of my people may have. Where will you be going today?”


  “Don’t you already know?”


  The conductor’s shoulders shake as if he’s laughing—though no actual laughter emerges. “Of course. But sometimes our passengers feel better saying it out loud. If you do not, then it’s of no worry.” The conductor’s voice is crisp, curt. Like an old world American aristocrat. “Care to step on, then?”


  “And this will take me where I’m going?” She’s suddenly afraid that this is some kind of trap. That the train will eat her alive. Strip her of meat, leave her as bone, fail to let her really truly die. She knows a lot of what’s down here is a lie—the glowing lure in the darkness that turns out is part of the big-ass fish that’s going to eat you.


  But what choice does she really have?


  The conductor gently nods. “It will, ma’am. You seek the river.”


  “The Blackwood, yes.”


  “Then, as they say, all aboard.”


  He steps aside, holds the door. She hands him the token and he slots it in the gaps between the cattle-catcher bars that form his mouth. She hears it plink and clink somewhere down through him, like the sound of a quarter dropping into a soda machine.


  Nora holds her breath as if she’s a child driving past a graveyard—


  Then steps inside the 13.
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  Hell contains many Hells. Just as a house contains many doors, and a man possesses many faces. Hell contains many Hells.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  The subway car has a strong mineral smell. Like fresh Blue chipped from the rock. The floor is sticky. The seats are ripped up—yellow foam bleeding out of some, others repaired with black strips of electrical tape.


  She looks over her shoulder to the Conductor—


  But he’s gone.


  Still. She’s not alone.


  At the far end of the car is a hunched-over shape beneath a white cloak, like a child pretending to be a ghost—except, given the size, it’s no child.


  Toward the middle, a tall, lean woman. Hair so red it might as well be filaments of copper wire. Skin tan—almost bronze. As she turns and looks at Nora, the woman’s body shifts. It’s like looking at a Magic Eye painting: gaze into the noise and eventually a signal emerges. That’s what it’s like being Nora these days. She can merely stare at something and see the truth of it—if that truth is stained with the shadows of the Great Below—emerge. And what emerges from this woman is a Naga: scales like brass leaves, kaleidoscope eyes, a wide mouth bristling with little hooked fangs. Her tentacle limbs undulate and that crass serpent’s mouth stretches into something approximating a smile.


  Nora shudders and looks away.


  Behind her in the car is one other: a Half-and-Half by the look of him. His face a sludgy avalanche of pink skin, like a glob of Silly Putty left out in the sun to ooze. His eyeballs rest in the sluggy pockets of stretched flesh.


  He looks away, as if ashamed.


  The car shudders. A brake squeaks.


  And the train starts to move.


  Slow, at first. But then it picks up speed. Outside, the faint lights of the station fade to darkness. They pass lights. She spies a vein of Blue—feels it, too, the way you feel the white noise of a television on in the next room. Nora eases into the seat nearest to her. Outside is a flash of lights like headlights, then the growl of a different engine, and then—then it’s gone.


  And the 13 picks up speed again.


  Nora feels the acceleration in her teeth, her spine, her guts. She grips the seat in front of her. Everything feels suddenly out of control. Faster, faster, faster. Plunging deeper into shadow. And it suddenly hits her that she doesn’t know anything about this train. She only knows it exists and that if you have the token you can take the ride—a ride to anywhere in the Great Below you need to go. But what if that’s just a ruse? Just a lie? Where is it going?


  The engine of the train gets louder and louder—until soon it’s just a high whine. Trapped within it are the sounds of bolts rattling, wheels growling, glass vibrating in its window frames. Nora closes her eyes. She feels like she’s going to puke. Everything suddenly feels like a mountain inverted, the peak pushing down hard into the center of her mind—all the weight upon her. A cascade of images.


  Nora as a child watching her father rage and kick a hole in the refrigerator.


  Her first time on Blue. Just a teenager. Went from seeing nothing to seeing something watching her from a sewer grate, something with yellow eyes like frog eggs—a gobbo, spying, licking its lips with its lamprey tongue.


  Then: a restaurant full of dead gobbos—torn limb from limb by Mookie Pearl. The lie she told her father—that some gobbo had gotten her hooked on Blue when really she’d been using for months. She wanted to get him back, wanted to punish him for how he left them, for how he didn’t even realize her mother had died—and so she lied, told him a story about gobbos, and he ran those monsters out and she picked up their Blue stash and that was her first effort as a little mini-crimestress, a rogue element, a free radical working against the Organization and, by proxy, her own father.


  She remembers Casimir. Killed by his own grandfather. Caz was sweet. Never meant for that life. (This life, she reminds herself.) All the blood, pooling on the floor—dark like puddles of liquid night.


  She flashes on her mother’s obituary.


  She sees Mookie falling through Yonder Market, into darkness.


  When she opens her eyes again:


  The Snakeface bitch is sitting right in front of her.


  Turned around in the seat so she can face Nora.


  Forked tongue dances over curved needle teeth. Nora concentrates, forces the woman’s serpent mask to fade, allows her human side to reemerge.


  “Welcome to the 13,” the Nagini says. “I’m Sirinas.”


  “Uh-huh.” Nora stiffens. Never trust a Naga.


  “A little cagey, are we?”


  “Shouldn’t I be?”


  “We’re all friends here on the 13,” the Snakeface hisses. “Isn’t that right, Norky?”


  The runny-flesh Half-and-Half looks up, startled. “Uh. Unnh. Yeah. Yeah.”


  Nora hears fear in his voice.


  The Nagini grins, turns back to Nora. “Poor fella. Looking for someone named Stanley. Claims he’s his best friend. Isn’t that sweet? Best friends. What a concept. One, I am afraid, that remains a bit alien to me.” She closes her eyes and rolls her head on her neck as if she’s hearing music available only to her. “Maybe they’re queer. That’s a thing, right? You humans can choose to mate with whomever you want, regardless of species? Fascinating, that.”


  “It’s not mating. Not exactly.”


  “Just for pleasure, then. I understand pleasure.” Sirinas holds up her arm—a human arm that Nora also sees as a writhing python ending in a flat hand, the fingers themselves smaller snakes. “I am an expert at giving pleasure. A good way to get what you want.” She reaches over, tickles under Nora’s chin.


  Nora pulls away. “Fuck off.”


  “Feisty.” That word, drawn out. Fffffeisssssty. As if the mere pronunciation of the word grants the creature a moment of ecstasy. “So, Nora Pearl, why are you here?”


  “I didn’t tell you my name.”


  “You didn’t need to. You are a known quantity.”


  “Oh? News to me.”


  Sirinas shrugs like, no big deal. “You tried taking over the Blue trade in New York City. You killed the grandson of the biggest crime boss in the city and are yourself the daughter of a notorious thug who has plagued this place for far too long. You then died, were resurrected, and rode one of the Hungry Ones from the Expanse to the Shallows, arriving in time to stop a plot that would have seen the city emptied of people and left to serve as a monster’s playground. And now you’re trapped down here. Thanks to—” Here Sirinas takes a long sniff. “The Death’s Head mushroom.”


  “Thanks for the recap.”


  “Just wanted to make sure it was accurate. You really found Caput Mortuum?”


  “Found all the Pigments but one.”


  “Isn’t that precious?” She licks her lips. “So, to ask again, why are you here?”


  “You first.”


  Above their heads something thuds against the top of the subway car. Sirinas’ eyes flash—with what? Curiosity? Suspicion? Nora can’t tell. Snakefaces have that inscrutable thing all buttoned up. The sound doesn’t continue. Seemingly satisfied, Sirinas points again toward Norky—


  “We already know that one is seeking his best friend. The one at the front of the car—” Sirinas gestures with a thumb-that-is-also-a-tentacle. “—is a Knight of Aristovilnus, whatever that means. On a pilgrimage. To the Hell beneath St. Paul, Minnesota, of all places. Me, well. I’m going to go kill someone on the West Coast.”


  “Contract?”


  “Not this time. Personal. An egg-mate has betrayed our brood. He has grown enamored with the Infinite Above and has chosen to live as a human.”


  “Shouldn’t he be allowed to live life as he wants?”


  “We dispute that assessment.”


  “But he didn’t care.”


  “We tried to stop him from leaving. But Senvar had other ideas. We confronted him. He killed three of our egg-mates—Senchin, Sanhar, Sornhir.” She unbuttons her shirt, and pulls it back to show what should be her breast but now looks like an unbaked bagel—all dough and pucker. “He stabbed me with his blade. Left me for dead. But I did not die and so I carry the vengeance of my brood with me.”


  “That’s heavy.”


  “Family is everything.”


  Nora feels herself flinch. She tries to shake it off. “I always thought you Snakefaces were lone wolves. Ronin ninja without clan.”


  “We have caste. And we have brood.”


  Another thump above their heads.


  Outside, they pass through rings of glowing fungus—like traveling through a star-field, warping through hyperspace.


  And then suddenly the train bounces and bounds and alongside appears a sluggish subterranean river. Muddy, brackish water suturing thick banks of mounded black silt. All of it lit by a cavernous ceiling of fungus that goes on and on.


  Nora’s heart catches in her chest. A river. Are we already here?


  Sirinas chuckles. “This is not your river.”


  “I didn’t say I was heading to a river.”


  “You seek the Blackwood. That, outside, is the Fourth River. Under Pittsburgh.”


  Jesus. We’re already at Pittsburgh? “I never said—”


  “You did say, just not to me.” Sirinas rolls her eyes. “You told the conductor. When you got on board.”


  “Oh.” Shit.


  Suddenly, from behind them, Norky speaks up. His voice sounds like someone trying to talk past a phlegm-clotted sock in his throat.


  “You’re going to see him. Aren’t you?”


  “Shut up,” Nora says, suddenly feeling defensive.


  Norky continues. “You’re gonna go upriver.”


  “She said to be quiet,” Sirinas hisses.


  “My friend, he went upriver, too—”


  Sirinas stands. Out of nowhere, her tangled tentacle-hand produces a long, thin blade—more an icepick than a dagger. She moves fast, leaping up and running over the seat-tops. Her body pinwheels—legs over her head, arms using the seat-backs as a gymnast might the uneven bars—and she lands behind the fleshy-faced freak, blade up and angled toward his neck, about to plunge—


  Nora yells, “Stop!”


  Sirinas pauses. Tilts her head like a praying mantis trying to understand rock-and-roll music. “Stop?”


  “Let him... Jesus, let him talk.”


  “But he is weak. He will jabber and mewl and—”


  Nora stands up. Feels the train shake beneath her feet. Walks to the Half-and-Half and pulls a switchblade—the same one given to her by Skelly what feels like a lifetime ago. One quick button click and the blade is out and she holds the blade to his eye—


  He whimpers. Looking alternately from the Snakeface’s icepick to Nora’s switchblade.


  “Tell me what you know,” Nora says.


  “I... I... my friend, my friend Shelley, he’s... he was like me, you know, a fr-freak, but he joined this group, this cult, and they told him that they could, ahhh, could make him normal again. They said he would be like everyone else, and I found that sad but he found it very attractive and next thing I knew they came for him one night. We were in the Riverside Shanty and they came up over us and put a bag over his head and they didn’t have... I swear they didn’t have any skin—”


  “The Skinless,” says an earthquake voice from the fore of the train.


  The hulking hunchback in the white sheet stands up and turns toward them. His face looks like a frozen mudball peering out from a snowbank. He sneers and flashes a set of flinty hematite chompers. He begins to storm toward them.


  “Who are you?” Nora asks.


  “Hrothk,” he answers.


  He stomps forth, the train shuddering with each step.


  “I saw them,” Nora says. “At Yonder. They came for me.”


  The golem harrumphs. “They follow the False Prophet. Oakes. The Skinless King. On his flesh is their Holy Book writ. They are a lighthouse signaling the rocks ahead of the boat—the End of Symmetry, the Grave Imbalance, the Malformation of Sacred Proportion that the True Prophet Aristovilnus warned us of—”


  “Feh,” Sirinas says, spitting on the ground. “You and your cults.”


  “We are no cult!” the golem bellows. “We are a sect of warriors who have served at the behest of the Symmetry since time immemorial—”


  “Pawns!” The Snakeface hisses. “Pawns of the Glasstower family. They point you like a gun and—”


  “Shut up!” Nora screams.


  Everyone does.


  “I don’t care about any of this. What I care about is getting to Oakes. You—” She points the knife at Norky. “You’re going to tell me what you know. Everything. And if you hold anything back—”


  The train starts to slow. The squeal of wheels. The tremors of applied brakes.


  “Next stop,” the Conductor says, appearing as if from nowhere.


  The train-faced man steps to the door as they creep to a halt.


  Outside the windows and the door on that side, Nora spies massive rectangular tunnels carved out of what looks to be white rock—


  “Salt mines,” Norky says in a small voice. “We’re near Cleveland. I think.”


  Nora sees a rusted metal sign with tin-snip letters bolted onto it:


  EUCLID CREEK STATION.


  The Conductor, in that clipped, precise way of his, calls out that very thing: “Euclid Creek Station, all aboard.”


  The door hisses open.


  A gobbo stands there. It’s a paunch-bellied, rubbery thing in a pair of cut-off sweat pants and a child’s heavy coat, and it waggles a 13 token like it’s a foam finger at a sports game.


  “Where to, gob?” the Conductor asks.


  No words get to clear the gob’s throat.


  Two thud-thumps above their heads and then a shape swings down from the roof of the train. It lands behind the gob, and in a blur of motion, something heavy cracks down on the goblin’s skull, shattering it like a Christmas ornament filled with puddle slush.


  The gobbo falls away, twitching, burbling.


  And Burnsy stands up, twirling a socket wrench.


  He picks the 13 token up out of the goblin’s convulsing fingers—


  And hands it to the Conductor.


  “Hey, kid,” Burnsy says to Nora, and steps onto the train.
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  One often believes that the Hell beneath his feet is the only Hell. And that’s true, to a point: the Shallows of an area are particular to that area, as are, in part, the Tangle below it. Each captures a flavor of the geographic region of the Infinite Above—so, beneath Manhattan, you will find abandoned subway cars and subway signs; you’ll find smashed hilal food carts and parts of NYC cabs. But beneath all that is the Ravenous Expanse and that is a channel far deeper and far wider—a space that extends to all the world. Below the crust. Below the seas. And this Expanse connects many of the Hells forged out of the subterranean undercities and caverns: the salt mines beneath Detroit and Lake Erie, the Shifting Prison beneath San Francisco, the Xibalba beneath Cobán, the Mountain Kingdom beneath Tianmashan. Believing your Hell is the only Hell is the sin of geographical Narcissism: “My town makes the best pizza.” “My city has the finest museums.” “Where I live is the best.” “Where I live is utterly the worst.” It is a sin I was guilty of. But then I was set free.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  “Burnsy,” Nora says, shocked.


  The undead stuntman grins, his blistered rictus stretched into a tight, painful-looking smile. He starts to step past the Conductor—


  But the Conductor plants a hand on his chest.


  “You did not procure this token,” the Conductor says, his crisply chiming voice unfailingly polite and chipper. “Please exit the train and return when you have procured a token through the correct channels—”


  “Hey, fuck off, Trainface,” Burnsy says, trying to step farther into the car.


  But the Conductor’s arm stiffens and prevents him.


  “Sir, if you do not embrace this opportunity to leave the train of your own volition, you will be made to leave the train and in such an effort I cannot guarantee your continued corporeal survival—”


  “Nora, listen,” Burnsy says, as he’s pushed back toward the door. “Your father’s gone but I’m here to help.”


  “Please exit the train,” the Conductor says.


  “Burnsy, just go,” Nora hisses. “This doesn’t involve you.”


  “He took care of mine so I’m gonna take care of his. So wherever you’re going, I’m coming with—” He grunts as he’s shoved back toward the door.


  The door that now opens.


  And closes. Again and again. Like the chomping mouth Nora found it to be when she first tried to get on the train. Burnsy slides toward the crushing door.


  Nora protests: “Hey!”


  “Please exit the train,” the Conductor says, and now the voice has lost its polite lilt. It sounds glitchy, mechanical, and worst of all, angry.


  Burnsy ducks the Conductor’s arm—


  But Train-face wheels around fast, inhumanly so, and clips Burnsy with a hard back-hand. The undead stuntman smashes forward into a metal pole, tumbling into a seat and clutching the back of his head as he yowls like a car-struck cat.


  “PLEASE EXIT THE TRAIN!” the Conductor rages. Then he grabs for Burnsy’s heels, dragging him off the chair and—


  Nora buries the switchblade in the thing’s face.


  She slides it right between the bars of its cattle-catcher mouth.


  Something crunches. She pushes harder. Her shoulder burns with effort.


  Norky shrieks. Sirinas laughs a mad laugh.


  The Conductor emits two hard blasts of steam from his ears—Nora turning away before they can scald her—and pauses. His token-eyes blink.


  Then he closes his free hand around her neck. It’s like being squeezed by a pair of giant needle-nose pliers. Air, cut off. Fluids pooling in her head like it’s a blood balloon. She gags. Tongue feeling fat. Feet now dangling off the ground as fingers of shadow reach in at the edges of her vision and—


  The ripple of a white sheet.


  “No,” she hears someone—the Golem Knight, Hrothk—say.


  Then a deafening boom.


  The Conductor’s head goes missing, hanging off his neck in a dangling mess of red meat and wrought iron. The body drops, landing in a corpse-shaped pile of rattling subway tokens. All of them with the number 13 cut out.


  Nora finds herself sitting on one of the seats. Rubbing her neck. Ears ringing. A miasma of gunpowder smoke-stink in the air.


  The pistol at the end of Hrothk’s arm is not held in hand so much as it is the hand: a revolver with a barrel as big as a soup can, its cylinder hanging pregnant toward the fore of the barrel. No grip exists—just a stony configuration of quartz spires that rise from the dark stone arm of the shooter.


  Smoke drifts from that mouthy barrel.


  He tucks it back under his white cloth.


  “Oops,” Hrothk says.


  Nora grabs her switchblade from the token pile, then leans down and helps Burnsy up. He pinches his jaw and slides it left and right—the bones crack and teeth grind. “Christ on a Girl Scout Cookie, that guy’s slap felt like a broadside from a snow plow. So, is this gonna be a problem or—”


  The train shudders.


  And starts to move forward again.


  “I guess not,” Burnsy says.


  “And so our journey continues,” Sirinas says with a smile.


  “What?” Norky yells, reaching into his runny, melty-skin ears with fingers as if they’re Q-Tips he’s using to clean them out. “I can’t hear you!”


  Sirinas stares down at him like he’s naught but a dungball, then walks away. She takes a seat as if none of this bothers her, not one bit.


  “You all right?” Nora asks Burnsy.


  “Hey, same question to you, kid. You good?”


  Her answer is unexpected.


  She hugs him.


  It feels weird and gross and unlike her and also it feels really good. Burnsy makes a quizzical sound—like gurk?—probably because he’s thinking that a hug from her is like a hug from a lawn mower or boat propeller. Just the same, she doesn’t let go.


  “Dad,” is all she says.


  “He might’ve made it,” Burnsy says.


  She blinks back tears, then pulls away.


  “No,” she says. “I don’t think he did.”


  “He’s a tough sonofabitch.”


  “Not that tough.”


  Burnsy gives her a sidelong glance. “Really? He saved you from death at the very bottom of Hell itself and together you both rode an ancient god-worm through the Great Below like you were a pair of rodeo cowboys.”


  “We didn’t ride it, exactly. Dad used his meat cleaver and—”


  “Yeah. See? Kinda proves the point: tough S-O-B.”


  She stiffens. “I can’t think of him as still being alive. Because that means I have to go back. And I have something to do.” He can’t be alive, that big dump ape.


  Cannot. Be. Alive.


  “And just what is it that you need to—”


  The train lurches forward, gaining sudden acceleration.


  Jarred, everyone looks around at one another. Hrothk grunts.


  “Oh, god, oh, Jesus,” Norky says, mumbling a small prayer after.


  Nora can again feel her body moving faster than the feeling in her gut. The train wobbles. Rocks on its track. Kachung kachung. Kachung kachung.


  She stands up, but holds onto the bar above her so she doesn’t fall.


  Outside, striations of glowing fungus whip past.


  The doors at each end of the subway car hiss open simultaneously.


  And at each stands a Conductor. No—not one, but several. One at each door, but others waiting behind. Token eyes spinning. Locomotive mouths blasting steam and glowing with the pulsing red of a tended coal fire.


  “YOU HAVE VIOLATED THE SANCTITY OF THE 13,” the one closest to Nora bellows.


  The other blares: “ALL OF YOU, PLEASE EXIT THE TRAIN.”


  The doors to the outside begin again opening and closing.


  Chomp-chomp.


  The conductors begin to flood the car.


  Nora screams.


  Sirinas is first to move—she goes full-Snakeface, dropping all pretense of humanity. Her serpent limbs grab hold of the railings and draw her to the ceiling. Tentacles lash out. Grab heads. Twist and smash them together. Blood and iron.


  Hrothk is up. Hand-gun out—click BOOM click BOOM click BOOM—him pivoting, white cloth rippling. Conductors drop, limbs pinwheeling as they fall through the blood spray of their cohorts. A haze fills the car. Shells ting against the ground.


  Norko screams.


  Nora isn’t a fighter. This isn’t what she does. Her weapon is a tongue made sharp against the whetstone that is her mind.


  “I have a token!” she screams. “I’m supposed to be—”


  A Conductor rushes her, roaring in that glitch-shrieking metallic voice, “EXIT THE TRAIN, EXIT THE TRAIN, EXIT THE TRAIN.”


  She ducks. The Conductor’s hands crash closed in the space above her head, denting a steel pole into a bent S-shape. The Conductor grinds his gears in rage.


  Suddenly, Burnsy is in her face. “We have to get off this train.”


  No, no, no.


  “This is my ride,” she hisses.


  “We don’t have any choice!”


  “I have a choice! I’m staying!” But even as she screams it over the din, she can taste the copper tang of the lie that it is. She resists the thought, wills herself to stay rooted, tries to ignore when Hrothk thunders “NOW!” and grabs the crushing subway car doors to jack them open. She feels her feet moving—her body’s choice, not her mind’s, a survival instinct she knows she has but suddenly despises—and before she knows it, she’s got her feet planted on the edge of the train as the golem holds back the gnashing, protesting doors. She expects that right outside the train will be a wall—jagged rock and ruinous stone hoping to sand her face down to the skull—but Hrothk was right to seize this moment, because they cross over a massive rust-red trestle, the train rocketing through a wide cavernous space, with a lake the color of milk far below.


  Vertigo seizes her.


  But it doesn’t matter.


  “Time to go,” Burnsy yells in her ear.


  Then he gives her a shove.


  And Nora, like her father, like Icarus, like so many who flew too high and fell too far, tumbles down through open space.
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  We do not know precisely when the Great Below was carved from the karst and the schist. Which came first, the god-worms or the ground in which the god-worms squirmed?


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  The world, a flurry of bubbles. All muted but the drumming of a heartbeat thudding hard in milky waters.


  Nora turns in the emptiness. Suspended there. Like she’s floating in outer space.


  Her lungs burn. Her head throbs.


  But it’s peaceful here.


  Ugh.


  Nora doesn’t like peace. To her, peace is just the moment before everything goes to shit. Other people, they don’t get that. They are afforded peace out of ignorance. They think, here it is, here I am, happy, content, all is calm. But they should be using that time to prepare for what’s coming. Mom and Dad fighting—Mom clawing four scratches across Mookie’s cheek, and Mookie turning their television into a pile of sparking, smoldering scrap. Somebody trying to pick on her at school. That gang of shitbirds from down the street who always thought they could take what was hers. Peace is just the pause before the axe falls.


  Down here, it’s peaceful.


  And that gives her no good feeling at all.


  Nora launches herself to the surface.


   


  *


   


  She sits on the bank, wringing out her socks.


  Way above her head—hundreds of feet up—the cavern ceiling is lined with sword-like protrusions, white like icicles, each the length of three tall men standing atop one another’s shoulders. Dark shapes fly between those stone swords. Bats. Or maybe something stranger.


  Below all that is the trestle. Which, Nora now realizes, is made of bones. An endless array of them: she sees the skulls of humans, dogs or wolves, antlers. She also sees a serpentine spine the size of one of the god-worms. Like a dragon’s backbone.


  And then she wonders, Can they be killed?


  Didn’t they kill one of them already? When that one worm—Vithra—took the form of the Big Boss with the Red Hot Sauce, Konrad Zoladski, they blew his ass up with Burnsy’s quad packed with explosives. That thing did die, right?


  Down here, everything is lit in the glow of the subterranean lake.


  And the bunch of them now drag themselves from the water to the craggy shore.


  Sirinas stands, storms over. Red hair matted to her skin. Her Snakeface visage flashes behind the illusion of her face: serpent eyes, kaleidoscoping, dilating.


  “You screwed me,” she spits. “And not in the good way. Now my journey to vengeance has been halted.” Her wrist flips—the icepick blade flashes, thrusts out so as to hover an inch away from Nora’s eye. She doesn’t flinch.


  Hrothk—his white cloak now lying on the shoreline as water streams from his crags and crevices—is already pointing his weapon at Sirinas’ head.


  “No,” he says.


  Norky whimpers, hiding his face in his hands.


  Burnsy eases himself up alongside the conversation. “Hey, Sriracha Sweatpants or whatever your name is? Ease off with the Mister Pointy. We can talk this out.”


  “It’s all right,” Nora says, standing slowly. She lifts a hand and eases Hrothk’s weapon away. Then she stares down Sirinas. “This isn’t my fault. It’s his.”


  She points to Burnsy.


  His eyes go big as meatballs.


  “What?”


  Nora nods. “You showed up and everything went to Hell. You fucked us all, Burnsy. You think you’re my big brother but you came tottering up like my little brother, trailing after, desperately wanting to play—”


  “Hey!” he protests, curling a glistening lip. “I’m here as a favor to your father, you little, ill-mannered gob—”


  Sirinas wheels on him. “It was you. She’s right. I would gut you like a carp if you were not already dead. I may still—” And here she draws a zig-zag in the air with her blade. “If only so you are forced to carry your guts as you crawl back home.”


  Hrothk just breathes loudly, equal parts snarl and snore.


  Burnsy, he stares holes through Nora.


  Sorry, Burns.


  Sirinas retracts her blade. “Bah!” She spits on the ground.


  “Now what?” Hrothk asks.


  Nora says, “We go back up. We climb the trestle. We get to the tracks and follow them back and from there—”


  “I know where we are,” Norky says.


  They all turn to the walking, talking pile of Hubba Bubba bubblegum that is the Half-and-Half.


  “Look look look,” he says, and he lifts up a sludgy flesh flap from his side. From underneath the piggy-pink skin shelf he pulls a tube, and from that tube he unrolls a ragged cloth map. He sets it on the ground and points down. The map shows a massive tangle of passages—all of it stitched into the cloth with names sewn in along many of the routes. The Breakbone Path. The Gobsblood Trail. The Seven Lampreys. He thrusts a wobbly hot-dog finger down against the map. Right next to what looks to be a little round body of water: The Lacrymose Lake. “This is us.”


  “So?” Sirinas asks.


  “From here, there’s a way out.” He licks his lips, then looks to Nora. “And for you and me, there’s a way deeper.”


  “You and me?” she barks. “I don’t think so.”


  “But I... I have the map!”


  Sirinas reaches down, yanks the map out from under his finger, and tosses it to Nora. “Now she has the map, freak.”


  Norky bleats. “But—but I know how to read it. I know where things are. I have other maps, too, I’ve been planning this journey for months...”


  Nora hesitates. This is not how this was supposed to go. The 13 Train was supposed to take her right to where she needed to go. That’s how the train works, or so she heard. Pay the token. Get onboard. Wait till your stop.


  Then Burnsy shows up.


  Now her only lead is this odious Half-and-Half, a flabby mutant who looks like one of those people who got the gastro bypass surgery and lost a ton of weight overnight but remain trapped in the labyrinth of their own sagging skin-sack.


  “You can just go to the surface,” Hrothk says. “Find another way.”


  “It’ll be slow,” Norky says, offering a sheepish smile. “But if you have the time, that’s okay, I understand...”


  Time. Time. She has the time. But not the patience. Nor the physical ability. If she even tries to go to the surface she’ll start to seize, bleed, die. She could take her chances on her own, feel the Great Below, try to navigate the paths herself.


  Everything inside her is a rat pawing at a padlock, trying to make it open. She wants out of Hell. That cannot happen soon enough.


  “Fine,” she growls. “You and me, Halfbreed.”


  “I will go, too,” Hrothk says.


  “The hell you will,” she says.


  But then Burnsy jumps in with, “I’m in, too.”


  “This isn’t the Wizard of Oz,” she seethes. “We’re not all going on a magical journey together—”


  “And that’s why you can count me out,” Sirinas says, thrusting her chin out and offering a face so disgusted it looks like she just licked a dirty syringe.


  “I’m going alone!”


  “No. I will go with you to see the Prophet,” Hrothk says.


  Burnsy shrugs. “I’m in because I came all this way, and if I don’t, I’m afraid the ghost of Mookie Pearl is going to find me and rip me from fuckstick to forehead.”


  Nora closes her eyes. Draws a deep breath and tries to play this out. This was her trip to make. Alone. But old inclinations rise and that sinister, selfish thought cuts through the haze: You can use these people if need be. This trip could be dangerous. They’re capable. They have value. Same as the Get-Em-Girls did, once. They are your armor. They are your weapons. Don’t work against them. Let them work for you.


  Nora rolls her eyes, then forces a sour, curdled-milk smile. “Guess it’s time to follow the yellow brick road, then.”
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  Wheels turning. Epochs lost. Civilizations before the ones we know: the Lamites, the Erisians, the Eruduins, the Hyperboreans, the Rann-Kutch, the Merops. And with them were monsters that predated the ones we know of the Below—before the gobs, Naga, and golemfolk we sometimes find remnants of Lygow (the Skulled Faces), or Sydonians (Those Formed of Dark Water), or the Fomora (the Deep Giants). Sometimes I come upon the sites of these ancient creatures: burial mounds or forgotten temples of the Time Before Time.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Nora hates walking. Her feet hurt. Blisters threaten to pop and turn to callus. (Calluses make her think of Mookie—his large, rough hands, each fingertip like unsanded wood.) And they’ve been walking for—how long now? Norky assures her it’s only been six hours. Maybe eight.


  But time is strange down here. She’s known it since she became married to this realm. Sometimes time moves fast like white water; other times it goes slow, like the way frozen water drips to form icicles. And it doesn’t help that they keep moving in and out of shadow, into chambers lit by shelves of glowing polyps and carpets of fungi (their spore-pods like little glowing fly-eyes drifting swimmily on stalks), and then back into unlit tunnels where their only light is the line that shines forth from the eyes of Hrothk, the gun-armed golem.


  They cross over a narrow stone bridge—one that spans a sharp fissure plunging forever into an empty abyss. Norky whimpers as he follows along. As they get to the other side, he beckons for Hrothk to point his brightly shining eyes at the map. They confer, mumbling as to directions.


  Nora hangs back. So does Burnsy.


  “You did me a number back there,” he says.


  “You’re tough. You can handle it.”


  “Nngh,” he mutters. “What was that, anyway? Why throw me under the bus?”


  “Because you’ll survive the tires. You’re roadkill. Whatever they do to you, you’ll live through. Me? That Snakeface bitch would’ve had my eyeballs on her icepick before I could blink twice. Besides, it wasn’t a lie. You did mess this up for me. Things were going fine.”


  “I liked you better when you were hugging me.”


  She shrugs. A small voice tells her: No time now to be sentimental. You can’t afford that kind of weakness down here. “How’d you do it, anyway?”


  “Do what?”


  “Get onto the train.”


  “Took my four-wheeler. Chased after you, then it, then... jumped onto it.”


  “Where’s the quad?”


  He sighs. “I leapt. It rolled. It’s back there in the dark somewhere. Hundreds of miles away at this point. Shit.”


  “You should’ve stayed behind, Steve.”


  “My name’s not—”


  But she’s already walking away.


   


  *


   


  More time lost to the chambers and caverns. Time eaten by darkness. Time corroded by the damp air, the smell of sulfur, the hungry fungus.


  The passage descends sharply—they have to grab hold of rocks in order not to slip on the wet stone. Burnsy tries to reach for her to help, but Nora bats his hand away like it’s a pestering housefly.


  She manages. Even though her muscles are on fire. Everything hurts.


  At the bottom is a jagged crack in the stone like the lightning bolt in a comic book. A hot wind keens through it. It smells of mulch and earthworms after a rainstorm.


  Norky tucks the map up under his folds, then lifts his blobby skin and jiggle-shimmies his way through the fissure. It’s tight, even for him.


  It occurs to her: “You won’t be able to fit,” she tells Hrothk.


  “You first,” he says. “Then we will see.”


  Burnsy gives her a look and a shrug.


  She squeezes herself into the space. Hands flat against the cool rock. Just touching this passage, skin to stone, and it’s like all of the shadows of this place flow into her. For a moment it feels like these walls might shift, crush her like an orange in a juice press, but then she lets her consciousness go out through the rock and again she can breathe. Out there, she senses things:


  A vein of Cerulean a hundred yards away, deep in the stone. A series of dark creatures gathering in a cove above their heads—not bats, but something just as mindless but far bigger and with greater hunger. She feels ghosts wandering about, as she always does—specters you only notice when you’re looking for them, when you let your eyes adjust and see behind things. Way out, a small configuration of lights— little bright pinpricks like stars, like fireflies pinned to the wall of her awareness. A town. Or market. People. Monsters. Not far. A few days walk and then—


  Something else is out there.


  Something moves through the stone, eating it, crushing it, something big and consumptive and gods is it hungry—one of Them, one of the god-worms, worm-gods, Hungry Ones, churning through the dark and—


  A hand pulls her out the other side and suddenly she’s back. Her mind again anchored to the meat of her body. Norky looks her up and down. “You okay?”


  “Yeah. I just—”


  She slaps a palm against the stone again. Searching for the ancient beast.


  But it’s gone.


  “Nothing,” she says. “It was nothing.”


  Burnsy comes through next. He emerges whimpering, trying not to weep. Blisters have popped across his face and arms. His skin looks even redder than usual. “I hate this goddamn place,” he says, grunting and growling past the tears—an expression of anger meant to stave off the pain and the sadness. It’s the kind of sound she knows well: Mookie made it often.


  “You all right?” she asks, but Burnsy pulls away.  “Okay. Whatever.”


  Then: nothing.


  They peer through the crack. The way the wind sucks through the fissure it’s like being on the inside of a vacuum.


  “Hello?” she calls through the space. Voice echoes.


  “Hrothk?” she tries.


  He’s gone.


  She turns to the others. “He’s not there. I don’t know where—”


  “Right here,” he grumbles, his voice only a few inches from her head, and she startles with a yelp. There, in the rock, is his face. Emerging from the stone as if it were mud and he was merely hiding in it. “Almost out.”


  And then the face is gone.


  She pulls away. Heart racing.


  And sure enough, Hrothk’s one arm emerges slowly from the stone. Erosion in reverse. The formation of a stalactite in fast-forward. The hand grows, then plants hard against the rock to push the rest of his body out. It’s like a big rock baby being born from nothing.


  He drops hard, shoulder hitting stone. It cracks. He doesn’t.


  Hrothk stands, dusts himself off, puts his white sheet back on.


  “Let us go,” he says, then stomps off. Like nothing happened.


  Norky whistles, low and slow.


  Burnsy, applying moisturizer across his raw red skin, just shrugs. “I did not know they could do that. Weird, wild stuff.”


   


  *


   


  She tells them there’s a town ahead. Few days walk. Norky nods and shows her on the map. “That’s Muskrat,” he says. “Near the...” His rubbery finger traces a stitched path. “Near the Screwthread Swamp. I think—hope!—that, uhh, ahhh, we can use that as a launching point to head up-, or rather down-,river to get to the domain of the Skinless King because it looks like the river goes through the swamp. Starts there, even.”


  “Why do you want to go there?” she asks him.


  His eyes shine with sadness. “I just want my friend back.”


  I just want my father back. And my mother. And I want me back, too.


  “Fair enough,” she says.


  And they walk.


   


  *


   


  Their supplies dwindle. They come upon a grove of what look to be trees—spongy forms like rotten, collapsing barrels stacked atop one another, the branches drooping and sagging like cardboard tubes that got wet and unspooled. Hrothk tells them they can eat these trees, which are, in fact, not trees.


  “Wetwood Blight,” he says. Fungus from above that eats trees, gains the memory of those trees, and washes down into the Great Below. It then grows into the form of the trees when it reaches a place where it goes no further.


  Norky jumps in: “Oooh, ooh, I know these, sure, sure. See those shapes up there? Bats. The fungus gets on the bats. The bats fly back out to the surface, then land in trees, drop the fungus on the trees, and... voila.” He seems almost reverent when he says, “The circle of life often overlaps with the circle of death. Above and Below.”


  “That’s great,” Burnsy mumbles. “But I’m hungry and I’m tired of eating granola and sunflower seeds and other bullshit. Let’s go harvest some shroom trees.”


  Hrothk tells them to pull from the trunks, not the branches, “Unless you want the spores to colonize your throat.”


  Which, they all agree, sounds really bad.


  They each go to separate trees. Nora, though, follows Hrothk.


  She stands back as he scoops great mittfuls of spongy fungus right out of the Wetwood Blight-trees. “So, what’s your deal?” she asks.


  “Hnn?”


  “Your deal. Your bag. Your 411, your sitch. You’re not like other golems.”


  “We are particular, singular creatures.” He hands her a clump of fungus. She smells it. Not entirely unappetizing. The smell of portabello and fertilizer. She takes a bite. Like chewing Styrofoam that tastes like sour meat. Not unpleasant, exactly. But definitely not pleasant, either.


  “But you’re not,” she says, dry-swallowing a fungal wad. “You’re part of a group. I thought the Trogbodies didn’t do ‘groups.’ You’re freelancers. Never met one that wasn’t.” Though, didn’t she think the same thing about the Snakefaces once upon a time?


  “I am a Knight of Aristovilnus, and—”


  “Who was that? Aristovilnus.”


  “A man—”


  “A man, not a golem?”


  “Interrupt me again and my mouth closes.”


  She holds up her hands as if to say, mea culpa.


  “I am a Knight of Aristovilnus, a man and later the ghost of a man who felt that the worlds of Above and Below must be separate, that to bring them together was not an act of unity but rather an act of entropy: not two halves merging but rather the pillars separating the two breaking down and crumbling to dust. And when those two worlds met once more, all things would break down. Life. Death. Time. Reality. The boundaries between these things are necessary. Over and over again, history shows us instances when someone Above or someone Below seeks to crash the two worlds together again. That may be happening now. And I am standing here to prevent that.”


  She waits. “You done? I wouldn’t want to interrupt.”


  “My words are complete.”


  “I’ve never heard a golem say more than ten words. Maybe no more than five. And you just said all that?”


  “It is a practiced speech.”


  “So you’re standing here to prevent that. Where are your brothers and sisters?”


  He remains quiet for a moment, his jaw shifting left and right like he’s grinding rocks into slurry.


  “I am the last,” he says finally.


  “Oh.”


  “Yes. Oh.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Your apologies are unnecessary. We have been winnowed. But we will grow again. Until then, I will have to suffice.”


  She narrows her gaze as he scoops more fungal clumps from the Blight tree. “Suffice for what, though? Why are you here? Not ‘here’ in the cosmic sense. But ‘here’ as in following me, some selfish girl, through the bowels of the Great Below?”


  “Because I sense a great deal of energy around you. You are a fulcrum point. Events hinge on who you are and how you act. And because you are leading me to the false prophet, the Skinless King. John Atticus Oakes. Then together we may kill him.”


  She hesitates. “Kill him.”


  “Yes. That is your plan, is it not? The Half-and-Half owes him no love. Nor do I. One does not go to the Skinless King in this way unless one wishes him harm.”


  “Of course,” Nora says with a nod and a wicked smile. “Killing him is always the plan.” The lie comes easy. For her, lies always come easy. If that’s what it takes to keep Hrothk along for the ride, protecting them until they get to where they need to go?


  So be it.
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  In the beginning, all was darkness. Roiling and alive. Not just chaos. Entropy. Hungry. Corrosive. Consumptive of all that was born and that might be born: the real and the potential to be real. But then: a flash of something. Consciousness. Singularity. Hope. And light shined on the cooling earth and from that beam came the engine of life itself and the mitochondria conspired—whispering the frequency known only to the cellular—to evolve from something as small as the prick of a pin to a gamboling ape gone hairless and down out of the trees. What was it that sparked that moment? What was it that allowed that light to penetrate shadow?


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  The town of Muskrat sits up on stilts, like a proper swamp village—stilts made from telephone poles and bound-together broomsticks and steel rebar. Houses made as the houses of Hell often are: from found items like broken-down crates or parts of cars and trucks and buses or the sides and roofs of old barns. Pieces of the human world that have wound their way through drains and down rivers. Refuse. Debris. Trash. Picked up by those who dwell deep and made into shantytowns, forts, markets and castles.


  Below it sits a swamp of brackish, gray water. Plumes of mineral mud blooming, swirling, and sinking. Fish the color of bone with eyes like beads of blood appear when it clears, then dart forward, stirring up fresh clouds of turbid murk.


  A heady fog rises from the water’s surface.


  Nora and the others tromp through the brackish swamp. The water is knee-deep now. On the craggy shore—a shore on which they cannot walk for how sharp the stones there are—the so-called “gophers” hop and gambol, their eight legs finding each purchase. Hairless, colorless heads with flesh ear caverns tilt and listen, as each isn’t blind so much as they have no eyes to begin with.


  The first sign arrives as a fly. Fat and well-fed. A wing buzzes in Nora’s ear and she swats it away—but then another lands on the back of her hand as they close in on the town. Hrothk clumsily swats at a few. Tracks one with his gun-hand (though blessedly does not fire). Norky seems oblivious. Burnsy tries to eat a few. “Hey, what? I’m hungry,” he says with a half-hearted shrug.


  The second sign is the smell.


  Not just death, but the vinegar tang of roadkill left long to pickle in a hot, damp ditch. Sweet and sour. Nora’s stomach—growling just five minutes ago—flops over and she has to struggle not to upchuck.


  Through the mist, they see a shape. A body. On a spike. Impaled there like a doll: stuffing gone rotten, limbs drooping.


  Then others. Corpses draped over wooden walkways. A Half-and-Half, his face like the bark of a tree, dangles from underneath a hut by his ankles, his body stuck with sharpened sticks, his body swinging so that his moss-vine hair draws rippling patterns on the water-top. A woman in ratty clothes leans out of the hut’s window, almost like she’s just watching them pass by, almost like she’s still alive. And then her mouth moves to say something and Nora waves and calls to her—


  But the mouth opens and a cankerpede crawls out, the segments of its long body clicking together like playing cards in the spokes of a child’s bike. The critter skitters.


  Norky whimpers. “I... I don’t understand.”


  “This is some brazen shit, right here,” Burnsy says, swatting at a fly.


  “Goblins,” Hrothk says. “This was a gob job.”


  Nora holds her wrist over her nose. Trying not to breathe in that way. “The gobbos haven’t been active lately. Back home, at least, they’ve been quiet. Staying below ground. Mostly in their temples and camps. But this is something else. This is a Hell-town. These people knew how to thwart a goblin attack—you don’t get to survive down here if you can’t push back a band of gobbos.”


  “This was no band,” Hrothk says.


  She shakes her head. “Then it wasn’t gobs. They always attack in small groups.”


  “Bullshit,” Burnsy says. “You weren’t there. At Daisypusher. Day the goblins swept over us like a goddamn tsunami. Them and those fucking Reaper-cloaks. Vollrath.” He visibly shudders. “Your father was there that day. Helped save our undead bacon, much as I hate to admit it.”


  The Vollrath. She thinks about those things every day she’s down here. Just black sheets, as empty as outer space. Eyes of the void. Fingers like knives that don’t cut flesh but cut into your mind, dissecting everything about who you are and were and would one day become. Cutting up her memories. Holding them up like old photo negatives. Why, she still doesn’t know.


  Though they’re more notable now for their absence. She’s looked for them. Touched her hands to the walls and felt out as far as her mind would take her—and nowhere could she sense them. Which was even fucking creepier than if she know where they were and what they were doing.


  “Okay,” she says. “We don’t stay long. We go up there. Look around for resupply—they have to have a market, or food, or something that the gobbos didn’t touch. Then we get out of here. Norky, you say this is the start of it?”


  Norky, though, is staring at the bodies. Eyes flitting as fast as the flies.


  “Norky!” she says, and it jars him from his grim reverie.


  “Sure, sure, this is the, ahh, Screwthread, and the Blackwood River should start just on the other side of town.”


  “Then we go through the town. Get to the river. You think they’ll have boats?” But again he’s lost. Staring. Jaw agape, loose skin hanging from it like a bedskirt. “Boats! Will they have any!”


  “Yeah. Yes. They should, right? They should.”


  “Then let’s go shopping.”


   


  *


   


  Towns in Hell aren’t exactly thriving metropolises, but this one was doing better than most. The dead have piled up. Dozens scattered around. Not just dead. Ruined. That’s the gobbo way: they are ruiners, never content merely to kill when they can humiliate and maim. These bodies bear the signs of such grotesque violation. As Nora enters into one hut, inside she finds two swamp-folk positioned, naked, on a wooden plank—two men, each with cheeks bulging from swallowing each other’s genitals.


  Someone suddenly bumps into her—Norky.


  She pulls away, irritated. He smiles, sheepish, his grin like teeth in stretched taffy.


  “Sorry, sorry,” he says.


  “We split up. This isn’t splitting up.”


  His eyes fall on the two dead men. The fabric of their shirts squirm and shift from flies and the children of flies, worms. As he gawks, he mumbles, “I... don’t really want to be alone out here. I thought I could come along with you.”


  “Why not the others?”


  “The golem scares me. The other one reminds me too much of the, ahh, the Skinless? It makes me uncomfortable, if I’m being honest.”


  “You’re no prize to look at, either. Besides, Burnsy has his skin. It’s just... burned. He’s like one big skin graft.”


  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. So can I come with?”


  It occurs to her how much she dislikes Norky. And that’s not his fault, not really. It’s part of how he looks (gum under her shoe), part of how he acts (nebbish and afraid), but mostly it’s because she’s never responded well to weakness.


  She remembers a girl. In elementary school. Had a strange name. Iara? That what it was? Whatever. This girl adored Nora. Idolized her for reasons Nora never really understood. Nora was quiet, reserved, sat in the back, often scribbling or studying. Maybe the girl thought she saw a kindred spirit? Stupid. She would trail after Nora on the playground like a lost puppy. Panting and whimpering. She’s surprised the girl didn’t roll onto her back and piss her pants in submission.


  Nora couldn’t stand it. And she snapped. They were, what, in fourth grade? And she destroyed the poor girl. Called her a grub, a scrub, a dork, a needy little nerd, told her to leave her alone, go home, play with her dollies and her microscope but never talk to her again, ever, ever, ever. The girl sobbed. Not just crying, but ugly crying. The breakdown. The snot bubbles. The strings of spit connecting her lips.


  Through the blubbering and hitching cries, the girl cried out, “Noooo!” like that could somehow stop everything.


  Thing is, they had an audience. Nora didn’t mean for that. She wasn’t putting on a show. She was earnestly trying to get this girl to stop following up her ass. But some of the cool girls were nearby—girls who wore makeup and talked about kissing boys and who knew, even at that early age, words like “blowjob” and “humping” even if they didn’t really know what those words meant yet. Cool kids. Bad girls.


  And they loved it. Ate it up like a spoonful of strawberry jam. They watched Nora demolish this girl, Iara, into tiny little breadcrumbs. They, like seagulls, hopped and squawked, delighted at what they were seeing.


  Nora hated herself in that moment. And hated those girls, too.


  But then they asked her to join them at their lunch table the next day.


  And Nora said yes.


  Those girls became her crowd. Not her friends. Not really. Did she ever have friends? Real friends? Maybe a few. None that lasted. None that didn’t betray her or ended up betrayed by her. (Her policy over time became first strike—humiliate or be humiliated, end of fucking story.)


  She learned an important lesson that day:


  Neediness was weakness. And cruelty was strength.


  Of course, what came of it? Cool crowd in school, but now here she is, down in the fetid backward nowhere of Hell itself. And Iara, last she heard, was a doctor. Obstetrics. Graduated from Yale.


  So, with all that playing out in her mind, she thinks to maybe give this mutant freakazoid a little extra leash in terms of... well, if not empathy, then at least sympathy. She’s still a user, an abuser. She feels that in her bones. Feels that she could just tear this Half-and-Half down, rip his skin off with the sheer might of her callousness, strip him down to nothing and then break even that down to its constituent parts.


  But she doesn’t.


  Instead she says, “Yes. You can come with.”


  That’s progress, right?


   


  *


   


  They pick and poke through houses. Norky trails behind. Sometimes she looks out and sees the other two in huts and houses across the way—a glimpse of the golem’s white-cloaked head, or the shine on Burnsy’s glistening scalp.


  They find a few things here and there—canned goods, jugs of water, cans of gas, some suspicious-looking meat jerky. Far less than she had hoped. All the while they have to pick past and through bodies, flies, piles of gobbo shit (sloppy mounds thick with bones and loose teeth and covered in bugs).


  And they’re almost at the end of Muskrat, and still no sign of a boat.


  In the last building, a longhouse, she lifts up a ratty old mattress and finds a bottle of Mexican Coca-Cola. Real sugar. She pops the top and the stink that comes out of it is vicious—a fermentation sizzle that burns her eyes. Nora drops the bottle. The ruined soda fizzes. Stains the mattress.


  At least no bodies in this room.


  Norky suddenly ooohs. He trundles over to a desk, and pulls from it a map next to an old-timey spyglass—this map made of parchment. Inked with a very fine hand. He holds it up. Licks his rubbery lips. “Look-look-look. What a map. Shows the rest of our journey.” She peers over his shoulder. “The cartography is amazing and, if I’m reading this right—and oh, boy, I bet I am!—then the river’s mouth is thattaway.”


  He points toward the far end of the longhouse. The wall there is corrugated iron with a window cut out and covered over with a ratty NASCAR blanket. Nora, curious, walks past the bunks and heaps of debris and stands at the window. The blanket smells of cigarettes and swamp water. She lifts it—


  And there juts a little wobbly dock.


  And at the end of the dock—a hundred yards out—is a rickety boat. An army boat, like something you’d see in Vietnam. A PT boat, right? Here she breathes a sigh of relief. At least they know they have a way forward. A way up the river—or, according to the map, down it, since it seems to flow toward the ocean.


  Someone’s on the boat.


  That can’t be right.


  Out from the far side of the boat walks a woman. Bald. Nude—but her flesh is banded with striations of scale that spiral up and down her body. A Snakeface? Like no Naga that Nora has ever seen. The woman moves with a serpentine grace, hypnotic to watch, and she finds herself staring...


  Behind her, a floorboard squeak.


  Then something slams hard into her head. Her whole body jukes sideways and all she sees for a moment is a white flash that drowns everything out, a hot bright curtain of concussive misery. As she drops, it’s like the tumblers in a lock clicking—


  So much skin


  Skinless King


  Maps


  Cartography


  No—


  —trap


  Above


  ...as Below


  Then Norky brings the heavy thing down on her head again and all goes dark.
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  I died down here. I followed the ghosts as far as I could go. A sick and broken man I heard the Bleak Hymn and found my way to the Ravenous Expanse, and I found the way to stave off death with death—a vaccine of sorts, where exposure to the sickness cures the sickness. (And death, to be sure, is merely that: a sickness that can remain a temporary state.) I took one of the little mushrooms with the glowing violet eyes and I ate it to return myself to some semblance of life. It changed me. The god-worms sang louder. I had no gates. No Ochre to open portals and escape. And I still found myself sliding down into the deepest nowhere, into the abyss where the god-worms turned and churned. I fell. My body, broken on a rock. I cut my skin off with a piece of obsidian, slicing it off in sheets, using scree and dust to write a message, to translate the Song of Lith-Lyru, the Song of Despair, to paper. My words. My gospel. My resurrection.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Nora’s everything is a bird flying into light and out of it—from bright to dark, from sun to shadow. Her world awakens, bleary, dreary, drifting... then plunges back into nothingness once more. Images find her, burn hot across her vision, and then fade, like a picture remaining on a television even after it was turned off—


  Norky, grabbing at the top of his head. Pulling his skin off in clumps. Exposing the red meat underneath.


  Nora, dragged along a dock. Her heels juddering against damp wood.


  The woman. On the boat. She changes. Like she’s just a seed, and from her grows a massive thing—a serpent with black scale, a worm of divine proportions, one of the Hungry Ones. She sings. A crass ululation sung by a slithering god.


  Goblins. Coming up out of the water. Down out of cracks and crevasses above. Racing toward her and Norky. Past her. Shrieking. Babbling. One with a chipped axe. Another with a pair of rusted knives. Bodies gray the color of puddle-drowned nightcrawlers. Some nude. Others with rags and stolen clothing: a Bart Simpson T-shirt (Cowabunga), a pair of muddy Hawaiian shorts, a swaddling of gauze, a blood-caked hoodie. They stream past her. They don’t care about her. She tries to cry out—


  Hrothk. Up in the air. At the end of the god-worm’s maw. Its jaw crushing him. Dust streaming from his cracked limbs. Rocks breaking off him, splashing into the swamp. The god-worm plunges downward. Slamming him into the swamp water. His gun goes off. A jet of black blood arcs. Doesn’t matter. His limbs thrash. And then they fall still and sink beneath the waters...


  Somewhere, Burnsy screaming. Goblins howling.


  Norky rolls Nora onto her back.


  He’s not Norky anymore. All the loose skin is gone. All that’s left is a lithe, skinless body. Long and lean: human, but with a praying mantis grace. White eyes stare down through the red volcanic craters that are the man’s eye sockets. A pink tongue slides across skinless lips. Genitals hang small from the body—like a plum turned inside down, juice dripping.


  “Nora Pearl,” the man says—no gargle, no gurgle, but a voice that’s clean and deep and crisp. “You wished for an audience with the Skinless King, and now you have one. Shall we take a boat ride?”


  “Please,” she says, a spit bubble forming at the ends of her lips.


  “Downriver we go,” he says.


  His raw red hands reach for her.


  And somewhere she hears Burnsy scream.


  Darkness overtakes her. The bird flies back to shadow.


   


  *


   


  A splash of brackish, stinking water. Nora gasps as it strikes her face. The gasp is half-scream. She hangs below her stretched arms, wrists bound with wire and wound up through a rusted eyebolt. Her limbs burn, feel like ropes pulled too tight, the fibers hot like they’re about to catch fire. The ground sways beneath her. Still on a boat.


  The room isn’t much to look at. Might have once been a galley. White counters smeared with sticky filth. Cabinets cracked—doors hanging off hinges, other doors missing entirely. She sees canned goods: peaches, a bloated soup can, Alpo.


  The Skinless King steps into view.


  “Good morning,” he says.


  “Let me go,” she hisses.


  “Too early to make demands. Not very polite. In my days as an academic if you wanted something you had to go through channels. Had to be polite. Go to dinners. Offer research, evidence of what one deserved. Only way to get the grant, or the equipment you needed, or, or, or. You couldn’t just... demand. As you are doing.”


  “Go to Hell.”


  “Another mis-step. You want something from me but you have only the stammered rage and clumsy pleas of a toddler who wants a toy off a high shelf. I heard tell you were something of a manipulator. Someone whose tongue was a lockpick. Metaphorically speaking. But you cannot be that girl. We haven’t even begun to break you down yet and already this is the ugliness that seeps out? It’s a bit pathetic.”


  “You’re Oakes,” she says, slurring—the sound of the concussed.


  “You already know that I am.”


  “You pretended to be Norky.”


  “Norky was never real, if that comforts you.”


  As if you care about my comfort.


  “Why?” she asks. She tries to adjust for comfort but it only makes a lightning bolt of pain arc across the back of her shoulders and up each arm. Her fingers are numb.


  “Why the masquerade?”


  “Why come to me at all?”


  “You can sense things. As I can. For we are both given this crass facsimile of life, thanks to the glory of the Caput Mortuum—the Death’s Head. Just as you could sense me out here, I could sense you. And then one day, that little radar blip in the back of my mind started to move. And I could... detect your intentions. I had my people look, and what did they find but you, intending to procure a ticket on the 13 Train.”


  She draws a deep breath. It’s hard. Her lungs feel like they’re on fire. Sucking in a single breath is like one of the trials of Hercules. “Why not let me come to you?”


  “Your time for questions is over. My turn. Why did you seek me out?”


  “You know why. You can ‘detect my intentions.’”


  “Only in part. And I can guess why you’re here, but I’d rather hear it from you.”


  “I want out,” she growls. “Out of Hell.”


  “A futile effort.”


  “So you’ve tried.”


  “Of course I tried. But I’ve settled into it. This place is my home.” He pauses, thoughtful. “No. It’s beyond that. I am this place and this place is me. You feel that, surely. Your blood and the black rivers of the Great Below. Running together, each arterial—the chambers of Hell equal to the chambers of your Hellbound heart. You are married to this place and it is wedded to you, in turn. Why would we ever want to leave?”


  Hope, leeched out of her. Bleeding fast. Stuck pig. “You never found a way?”


  Oakes smiles. The tendons and muscles in his face tightening—it’s like watching puppet strings pulled to make limbs dance. A skinless body has a sense of artifice about it, as if it’s just a mechanism, an automaton with all the ropes and pulleys exposed.


  “I found a way,” he says, quietly. “It was not a way that worked for me.”


  “Tell me.”


  A small, soft laugh. “No. I am afraid not. It is not my place to offer favors to a girl so impudent. Who thinks the world owes her everything while she owes it nothing in return. Who would, in fact, bring a Knight of Aristovanus to my door—a foolish creature ascribing to an old dead cultish creed whose goal would be to cut my head off the moment he laid his crystalline eyes upon me. More to the point, I am a selfish creature, Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl. That is my creed: I serve myself, and as the Great Below is part of me, I serve it. You escaping this place does not serve me. I will not bear to watch another eat the cake that I am not allowed to taste. I am not charitable.”


  He walks over to the counter. Picks from it something underneath a smooth, silken cloth. Oakes removes the covering, showing the severed head of a Trogbody.


  Nora gasps.


  Oaks shakes his head. “It isn’t your friend, if that’s what you’re asking. No, this is a different golem, though I do wish for Hrothk’s head, as well. See, an interesting thing about the golems: they’re very, very old. Both individually and as a species. Oldest in the Great Below, except for the god-worms themselves. They were given life out of the rock to serve the god-worms as workers. It explains their... servile nature.”


  “Get to the point,” she hisses.


  “Patience, please.” He seems truly offended. As if a student interrupted his lecture. He pauses, almost as if consider whether or not he should go on—but a man so in love with his own voice wouldn’t dare retreat from such pedantic waffle. “Golems,” he continues, “are very hard to kill. The head must be taken off, you see? Otherwise they can, as long as they are in the Great Below, heal themselves. But, once you take the head...” He clears his throat. “Are you family with Viewfinders? The toy, I mean. I had one as a child. A little pair of red... almost binoculars and you put them to your eyes and then you can flip through slides and—”


  “I know what they are.” She offers a grim smile. “Before my time.”


  “Mm. Yes. Well. Think of the golem’s severed head as exactly that. Press your eyes to his and you can gaze through all the things he’s seen. It takes a great deal of will on your part to do it but if you know what you’re looking for...” He shrugs. “This, then, is the head of Kekt. A golem of some age and experience. A treasure hunter—not on his own but serving someone else. He’s seen a great deal, including some of the old golem gospels—big books, you see, tablets of stone, really, bound together with rings of old rope or with looping vine. And these books when you find them offer history, but also rituals and mysteries from the deepest places. When looking through Kekt’s dead citrine eyes, I saw something. A book he’d found. A book that detailed a very curious ritual to help those trapped in this place to escape. A ritual that would help me. And you.”


  He turns, puts the cracked geode skull back on the counter. Covers it.


  She thinks, That’s it. He’s looking for something. For a deal. It’s not much but it’s something—dust in her hand is better than nothing at all. “What do you want for the skull? Tell me.” A bold-faced admission. Placing herself at his mercy. “Tell me.”


  Another soft chortle. “No bargain to be struck here.”


  “But you just went through all that trouble—” And then she understands. He went through all that trouble just to torment her. To dangle the keys to her prison in front of her, then tuck them gently pack into his pocket. He’s laughing at her.


  The door opens behind him.


  The woman from the boat enters.


  Still nude. Her skin so pale, it’s almost blue. The striations of banded black scale spiraling up her body, shimmering like bits of black glass under a swaying light. She’s soft and swollen in the hips, her thighs, her breasts, but her face is all sharp—cheekbones that would cut your lips if you dared to kiss them, thin eyebrows like the barbs of razor wire, lips that look like they were cut out with a pair of scissors.


  Nora cannot look away.


  The woman is no woman. She is more and less than that.


  She’s one of the Hungry Ones. One of the god-worms.


  Oakes seems to notice her staring. “You’ve met Pelsinade, yes?”


  The woman turns, shows a puckered scar above where her kidney should be. She traces it with a languid nail and shudders.


  “You should thank me for the ride,” the woman says, her voice actually two voices: the deep, husky human voice but then, behind it, the hum of a restless hive of honeybees, the sound of glass breaking again and again, the high-pitched garbage transmission of a spinning radio dial zipping through all the stations and snippets and static. Music and noise, chaos and voice.


  It’s then that Nora understands. And remembers. Mookie sticking his cleaver into the side of a worm-god. A voice booming in their ears like a king announcing a guest at court: Pelsinade. This is her.


  “We’ve met,” Nora croaks, her voice smaller and quieter than she would like. She tries to summon more venom to her voice. “You killed Hrothk.”


  The woman shrugs.


  Oakes jumps in: “You just met him days ago. He was not your friend, nor were you his. He would put a bullet in your head the moment you were perpendicular to his zealous creed. Perhaps we did you a favor.”


  “And Burnsy?”


  Oakes has no eyebrows to lift, but she can see the red meat arch above his eyes. “He lives. Soon we will convince him to give up his flesh and join our crusade—we can free him of that burden. He can cast off his pain. We will attempt to convince you of the same, Miss Pearl.” Here, Pelsinade saunters over, extending out a long, crooked finger topped with a black, ichorous nail. She traces that nail along Nora’s belt line, and wherever it touches, it leaves a burning scratch like the kiss of a thorn. “And if you refuse to be convinced we may have to take your skin anyway. Just to show you. The freedom you seek is not the freedom you need.”


  “Fuck you,” Nora hisses.


  Oakes nods to Pelsinade.


  The woman smiles, and sticks her black nail into the meat of Nora’s back.


  It’s hot and cold. She feels something in her veins moving fast away from the impact point—like roots growing swiftly through soft dirt.


  A little snap as the nail breaks off and Pelsinade steps back.


  The world wobbles and oozes, and Oakes steps up as the god-worm retreats. “Your father. I knew of him. He was a part of a machine. Not a sophisticated part—easily replaceable, just a piston, just a gear. You’re a finer component. Crafted with a more competent hand. Not irreplaceable, certainly, but you have a far greater value. I look forward to seeing how you serve me. I look forward to seeing the gospel you write on your own skin. I do not need a Queen. But perhaps you shall be my temple whore.”


  The venom crawls through her, faster and faster.


  It seizes her heart. And her brain. It clamps down with clawed nail.


  “I’ll...” she growls. “... have... what you... couldn’t...”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “I’ll... escape,” she hisses.


  And then all is dark.


   


  


  16


   


  We are divided. Cults, castes, broods, families, fools. But if we can all be made to align once more, if we can join with the Hungry Ones and help to destroy the pillars that separate the worlds, then our most ancient history becomes the soon-to-be. Past becomes prologue. And then we will all be one. All light will die. All men and women will die. Death will be its own light. Death will be its own life. Above as Below. Above as Below.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Nora awakens on a cot. One wrist fixed to a metal bedrail with a pair of handcuffs. The other hand free. The room is dark. Everything sways.


  Still on the boat, then.


  It takes her a moment to get her bearings. She feels ill. She’s sweaty. Feverish. Everything aches and her insides queasily climb up and down like a slow-creeping slug. The god-worm. Pelsinade. Her nail, poisonous. Or is it venomous? Is there a difference? A difference that actually matters right here, right now?


  It feels like her head contains her throbbing heart. Like her head is both a dribbling basketball and the ground on which it bounces. She smacks her lips together.


  Tries not to puke.


  She yanks on the rail with her cuffed wrist. It clangs and bangs and suddenly she’s afraid: If I make too much noise, someone will come and check on me.


  And she doesn’t want that.


  Nora looks at the cot. It doesn’t move. It’s bolted to both the wall and the floor.


  Think, think, think.


  Her side hurts. Like a stitch from running, but ten times that.


  She feels there with her free hand—


  Something with a sharp texture. As soon as she touches it it’s like an antenna drawing a signal of pure fucking misery. It’s like flicking a chip of a broken razor stuck in her side—


  Pelsinade’s nail. It’s still in her.


  Nora bites back her own moans of pain, breathes quickly through her nose—in out in out in out—and then pinches the nail and pulls.


  Floodlights of anguish behind her eyes. Her fingers slip off the nail. They find purchase but then they lose it and all she’s left with is pain, pain, more pain.


  She stops. Has to refocus. This shouldn’t be that bad, she tells herself. It’s not like she’s trying to scoop out a bullet with her pinky finger. It’s a fingernail. In her skin. That’s it. No bigger than her own fingernails once. (Now she’s got them short—no reason to have pretty, pretty nails down in the dark.)


  Teeth gritted. Eyes puckered to slits.


  She reaches back and tries again.


  This time, she pinches and pulls.


  And the nail comes out.


  She feels blood trickling down her side, to her pants line.


  And instantly, it’s like the thorn plucked from the lion’s paw. Already the pain recedes. She still feels hot, but now the haze is gone. A windshield wiped clean of its smeary gunk. Clarity and focus. She slows her breathing.


  She goes to fling the accursed nail—


  But stops.


  She looks at it. Feels its margins.


  It’s not like a human fingernail, not exactly. It’s a little more like if a human fingernail and a carpentry nail merged together. It starts flat but tapers to a round, needle-like point. She almost laughs.


  For a god-worm, that bitch is dumb as shit. Because Pelsinade just gave Nora a key to unlock these cuffs. Nora slides over to the cuff, presses the broken worm-nail into the lock, fidgets—like feeling around the dark for something small but crucial (a coin, a pair of eyeglasses, a wedding ring). She’s picked handcuffs before. Run-ins with the cops sometimes ended with her and a bobby pin popping the cuffs and then bolting, but here, the nail isn’t as flexible, isn’t bendable, and so—


  Click.


  Pop.


  The cuff opens.


  She almost cracks up laughing: a stress-release reflex she quickly stomps on because she can’t have them hearing her.


  She eases the cuff off her wrist.


  I have to get out of here.


  No. That’s not right.


  She has to free Burnsy, then get the Trogbody skull. Then get out of here.


  The skull. Jesus. Poor Kekt. And here she has a genuine moment of remorse for Hrothk—a moment that surprises and disgusts her. She doesn’t need her humanity. Not now. So what if he reminds her of Mookie? Like a virtuous stone-bodied version of her father. Ugh. Not now, brain!


  This boat isn’t very big. That’s a plus and a minus. Not far to escape. Not far to find the skull. But that also means she’s in close proximity to Oakes as well as the god-worm and—suddenly, it hits her. Pelsinade was the one she felt out there when they were creeping through the fissure. The beast was close by. Monitoring them.


  But Nora monitored her back.


  And she can do that right now. Can’t she?


  She touches her hand to the floor. It’s cold. She can feel the rhythmic slapping of the river against the hull of the boat up through her arm, to the base of her neck, and—


  There. Her senses drift and spread like oil on water.


  Burnsy is one room down.


  Oakes slumbers.


  And Pelsinade? The god-worm isn’t even on board. Nora detects her at the margins—somewhere out on the river. Rolling over and over again like a gator. Having a swim? Eating? Killing? Nora doesn’t know and cannot care.


  What does matter is that could change. The whims of a deranged subterranean god are not hers to interpret or, frankly, fuck with.


  That means it’s time to move. She stands. Almost falls.


  Get your shit together, Eleanor.


  She takes a deep breath, then exits the room.


   


  *


   


  Burnsy’s arm looks like a pepperoni with the casing pulled off. The blistered flesh sits piled up on the toilet behind him like the skin of a molted snake. What’s left is all muscle and tendon, braided around the bone. Flies land on it, then fly to the walls, leaving tiny little blood-speck footprints.


  With the light on in the bathroom—they have Burnsy hung up like she was, like a slab of meat in a freezer—he snorts and comes to.


  “I was hoping you were all right,” he mumbles.


  “You look like hell.”


  He grins: a mad, suppurating rictus. “I wasn’t exactly a freakin’ beauty queen before, you know.”


  “We need to get out of here.”


  “Don’t like the amenities? I know, a continental breakfast is always such bullshit. And the little shampoos—”


  “Shut up, Lister.” She fidgets with the ropes above his head. Smells the competing odors of rot and moisturizer and fresh blood. Like a butcher shop closed up too long, the air gone stuffy and spoiled. Her fingers undo the ropes. He drops, his legs gone rubbery underneath him. As she helps him up, she says, “Oakes has something. A golem skull. It has what I need. It has answers.”


  He shakes his head and laughs.


  “What?” she asks.


  “Nothing.”


  “No. What?”


  “You came and rescued me first? Instead of going to get your prize?”


  “So?”


  “You might have to come to terms with the idea that you’re a better person than you think, Nora Pearl.”


  “Fuck you, Burnsy.”


  “Me thinks thou dost protest too much...”


  “Go to Hell.”


  “Already there.”


  She growls and helps him stand.


   


  *


   


  The skull.


  Right where Oakes left it.


  Nora thinks: too easy. This is a trap. She can’t just... grab the skull, waltz off the boat like nothing happened. But then she remembers the pain in her side. The death of Hrothk. Burnsy with the skin already stripped from his arm.


  They paid their costs.


  She takes the skull. It feels warm, like pressing your hand to sun-baked tile.


  “We good?” Burnsy asks.


  “We good.”


   


  *


   


  They’re not good.


  The gobbos come out of nowhere.


  Nora and Burnsy got off the boat easily enough—just ease over the side, drop into the water. Nora worried about the splashes (and the fact her head felt like an overinflated balloon), but nothing they could do about it. As the boat chugged along one way, they went the other, trudging along in hip-deep dark water, the muddy “river” more like a swamp-on-the-move. They pulled themselves along by grabbing rocks and knobby roots, Nora careful not to drop the golem’s skull into the turbid drink.


  And then: ahead, splashes. It was hard to see. The only light here was distant stripes of opalescence from fungus smeared on the walls—it did little to illuminate where they were. But in that distant light, Nora saw movement. Shadows shifting. Fast.


  She touched her hand to a rock. Sent her senses out.


  Goblins.


  And now Nora finds herself back up against a craggy spire, goblins circling her. Just dark shapes with their fish-egg eyes glowing faintly in the gloom. One hisses, swipes at her with a stick topped with a milk-spider. Its legs flail, its chelicerae click together, hoping to take a taste. Another goblin stands back, gently winding a bit of barbed wire around one of his fists. A third hisses at her, “Meat, meat, meat, meat. Girl-meat.”


  Upriver, she loses sight of Burnsy—a pack of the things chasing after him, them hopping from stone to stone like demon monkeys, him staggering and splashing and cursing. “Run, Nora!” he shouts over the din.


  One of her attackers lunges. She uses the golem skull to deflect the attack, crack him in the head.


  The others laugh as their cohort drops into the muck and floats away.


  “What you have, girl-meat? What that you have?”


  The one with the spider-stick comes at her. Nora side-steps the thrusting weapon, and the stick breaks against the spire behind her. The spider shrieks. The goblins rush her. She kicks, but the water slows her down, slurry-mud sucking at her feet. The gobbos are all over her, hands pinning her wrists to the stone. Teeth bite into her side. Greasy fingers like frog fingers try to pluck the skull out of her hand—


  The rock spire behind her shifts. Starts to slide, suddenly.


  She loses her balance. Almost goes under.


  When she comes back up, the spire has changed. It’s grown—a long protrusion, like an arm, an arm with a gun at the end of it that pushes into the mouth of a goblin and—


  Boom.


  Hrothk blows the back of the goblin’s head out like a party popper.


  The spire shifts—stones grinding and grumbling, and then it stands, an arm thrusting out as the top of the rock crumbles to dust and leaves a head in its place, quartz eyes shining.


  Hrothk roars.


  And with that, all that’s left is the cleanup. Hrothk makes short work of the gobbo pack: lifting them up, smashing them, drowning them, ejecting their guts with rounds from his gun. Limbs splashing. Bodies bobbing. The river sucking goblins down into the deep to die.
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  The demon families betrayed the Great Below epochs and eons ago. They were the children of kings and worms, the blood of man and the blood of Hell commingling together—it was them who helped close the doors and seal off the worlds. And their bloodlines still run thick with the treachery. Bellbook. Candlefly. Glasstower. Gravehorse. Hogstooth. Lambskey. Woodwine. Wormsong. Liars and cheats and traitors. They will be made to see the error of their ways. It is predicted. And they shall be the ones shining the light on their failures. The snake slowly closes its mouth. Bites down on its own tail. All things come around.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Oakes steps out as Pelsinade, in human form, draws herself up over the railing of the boat and onto the deck, muddy water cascading off her hair. She grabs lengths of her locks and milks them of the river muck, spattering it onto the deck.


  “It’s done,” he says.


  “Yes. I know. The koblyn-folk almost undercut our efforts.”


  “Were they attacked?” Oakes asks.


  She nods. “Yes. They almost lost that fight. But an unexpected ally saved them.”


  The muscles beneath what would be his eyebrows rise in blood-slick arches. “The golem. The cultist.”


  She nods. “Their savior.”


  “And, I hope, not our undoing.”


  “We will course correct as we must.”


  He sighs, nods. “Too many uncertainties. Variables unanswered. This is treacherous ground. Threading this needle will take the steadiest hand if we are to see our efforts rewarded. And her father...”


  Pelsinade walks over to him. Feet silent on the deck. She pulls him close—her hands are wet, cold, numbing. Her embrace is like having skin again, and in moments like these he cannot help but acknowledge that he misses his flesh, misses everything about being truly alive. He misses the blue sky. The sun above. The wind, the days, the nights, the cities, the towns, the trees, everything and anything, all of it a fierce weight that threatens to crush him with desperate, wanton need.


  But she silences all of that. She opens her mouth. Her tongue slithers out, a creature all its own. It separates—from a single tongue to several tentacles, from fleshy pink to tarry black. She presses her mouth to his and his cheeks bulge as she explores his mouth with her tendrils. They caress his teeth. They suck at his tongue like hungry jellyfish. They force their way down his throat and he feels his esophagus swell to accommodate them, a warm and satisfying fullness.


  She withdraws. He can breathe again but it’s like he can’t breathe, either—always the feeling when she pulls out of him.


  “We will persevere,” she says, caressing his hot, wet facelessness. Where she touches, it tingles and burns, cools and warms, like someone pressing cold pennies to his face at the same time fire ants bite. Skinlessness is a wonderful thing. Such sensations.


  “I hope so.”


  “Hope is not a factor. Faith is what we have. We have had faith in you, and you in us, and see where it has gotten us? This confluence of events is not random. It has been orchestrated. We are the architects. The girl will see the way forward. The demon families will pay their part. And the worlds will overturn. No distinction between death and life. Between light and death. These are the opening moments of a new era.”


  “Or the dying moments of an old one.”


  She smiles. Kisses him. Wriggling tentacles. One slithers into his sinuses. His cavities feel heavy and thick and wonderful.


  Once more the kiss ends. Once more he feels empty.


  “Still,” she says. “The father is a rogue element. The first attack on him failed.”


  “I have another way,” he says. “A more insidious path forward.”


  “I like insidious,” she says.


  “As do I, my love.”


  Tongues and tentacles mingle.


   


   


  


  PART THREE


   


  MOOKIE
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  I looked into the Trog skull’s eyes. And at first I couldn’t see anything—just a citronella light, not bright but still like it was shining on the back of my eyes. Like, somewhere deep in my brain? Instant headache. Migraine, too, like the light shining in was now trying to shine out, trying to take my brain and my eyes with it. But then, suddenly, I saw. The migraine fell away like leaves off a tree in autumn. And this little movie started to play. Only way I can describe it. And I saw this golem’s life. All the way from his birth out of rock to his death at the biting jaws of a god-worm—that, fairly recently, and in a way I wonder if I didn’t have something to do with it. I saw his children, if you can call them that—did you know Trogbodies had children? They grow like crystals, little crystals that get bigger and bigger and begin to glow with light and awareness and then larger rock grows around them and that becomes the skull and... well. Who cares? That’s not the point of this. I’m not Oakes. This isn’t me mapping the highways and byways of Hell. The point is, I found my answer. I found the way forward. And the way forward—I can’t believe I’m even saying this—is to get married.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  “What’s buzzin’, cousin?”


  Mookie lurches forward, gasping, sweating, feeling like he’s a drowning man yanked up out of the sea at the last possible moment—the moment before his lungs give out and fill with brine, the moment before the waves crush him and sharks come nosing around for blood. He licks his lips, shivering.


  White room. Hospital room. A monitor hooked up to him goes beep, beep, beep—but faster now when his eyes fall upon Kelly sitting there at his bedside.


  Hair dyed green the color of seafoam. Red ribbon with white polka dots tying it all together. Black and white-striped shirt stretched tight. She uses her Bowie knife to slice off bits of salumi—Mookie’s nose detects the sharp tang of fennel, maybe white wine. He groans, suddenly starving.


  “Kelly,” he says.


  “Skelly,” she answers. “I’ve gone back to that life.”


  “Come back to me.”


  “Can’t come back to a dead man.”


  “I didn’t die. I’m alive.”


  How is he alive? he wonders.


  She laughs. “You want a taste of this?” she asks, gesturing to herself with the flat of the knife—like she’s a homicidal Vanna White showing off her serial killer wares. But then she sticks a bit of sausage on the end of the massive blade and leans it toward him.


  He grunts, sits up, reaches for it, straining—


  And she pulls it away.


  “Mm-mm,” she says, shaking her head, clucking her tongue. “Meat is for good boys, and you most certainly are not a good boy.”


  “Kelly, I think I got a problem—I’m sick or something, I... I dunno, and I think we’re all in some kinda danger—”


  “I got something else for you,” she says with a wink, then pulls out a book. The cover a lattice-work of little bones. The pages crinkled and dark.


  “The Maro Mergos,” he croaks.


  “That’s right. I paid Lacey for it. Paid her in a knife across the throat.”


  “Kelly—”


  “Skelly.”


  “Skelly, you didn’t have to do that, she was just a kid, just a thief—”


  “I don’t abide traitors anymore, Mook. People who go against me, who can’t appreciate my value, well, then they gotta go. You’ve gone soft, big fella, but me? I’ve gotten hard. You’re coal dust. I’m diamond.”


  “Don’t be like that,” he says. He tries to sit up. Everything hurts. It feels like he’s got a bowling ball rolling loose in the middle of his chest. He props himself up on pillows, holds out his hand, palm up. “Come here.”


  “You want the book.”


  “I want you, first. I...” His jaw tightens. He’s not good at this shit. “I love you.”


  “You can have the book.”


  “Skelly, I just said—”


  She slams the book down on his chest. The air is blasted out of his lungs. She moves fast. Raises the knife up. Plunges it down, sticks it all the way through the book’s hundred pages, through the latticebone cover, through the parchment, and into his chest, splitting him like a log. Her face leers over him, wild-eyed, mad, stretched and screaming—and suddenly it’s not her anymore, but his daughter. Nora. Cackling. Crying. “Save me,” she hisses. “Come, Daddy, and save me...”


   


  *


   


  Flatline.


  Everything squeezed in a vice. Mookie’s head a pimple between two thumbs. His limbs like forcemeat squeezed into casings to make sausage. His heart is a pulped peach, overripe, leaking juices, crushed between closing fingers—


  Suddenly, someone is standing over him. Two someones, then one again—his eyes gone blurry, his vision showing an echo of itself. A woman. Face pursed as if it has a drawstring attached and pulled tight as it can go. Sharp, severe hair. She lifts his shirt. He tries to struggle, tries to get this woman away from him, but his arms won’t move.


  Another person. To his left. Hands something to the woman.


  A little tin. A little teaspoon. She pops the tin with one thumb. The lid lands somewhere with a rattle. Then a dip of the spoon and a glimpse of something green—


  And she shoves that spoon into his chest.


  He feels a cold shock. Like an icicle that starts at his chest and ends at his back. Melting. Cold winter slush, dirty slush, running through him.


  Next is a feeling Mookie knows all too well.


  Everything slides. A footstep on melting ice. Slick, slippery. The world shudders like it just had an orgasm. Fingers of blue fire burn up the sides of Mookie’s everything. Cerulean. Peacock powder. Blue Blazes.


  Then the sound of his flatlining heart takes a little jump. Then another. Then a steady third, fourth, sixth, tenth, blip, blip, blip.


  He draws a deep breath. It hurts. It’s rough and shrill, like the sound of an amateur drawing a bow across a violin. And then he feels his heart, his limbs, his head—everything softens, eases. The tightness unclenches.


  “That was very close,” the woman says. Her voice is short, sharp, British.


  A second voice. Male. Gruff. Boozy. “Almost lost the big sonofabitch.”


  “You are very crass, Mister Woodwine,” she says.


  “And you are very boring, Missus Bellbook.”


  “Miss,” she says.


  “Well, I don’t like ‘Mister’ Woodwine. Mister Woodwine was my father, as the saying goes—though, let’s be frank, my father was a worthless turd. Point is, friends and enemies alike call me John Wesley.”


  “And I am neither friend nor foe—”


  “Jesus Christ,” Mookie says, his voice a guttering diesel engine. “Fuck are you people? What happened? Where am I?”


  He tries to sit up. But his arms are stopped short by a pair of leather cuffs restraining him to the rails of a hospital bed. The woman says, “We had to do that because—”


  He wrenches his arms upward. The bedrails pop off like they were attached with chewed gum and twist-ties. Mookie sits up, wincing past the pain, and rips the bedrails and cuffs off his wrists. He flings them to the ground. Clang clang.


  When he sits up, he gets a gander of the room.


  This is no hospital room.


  It’s a library. Not a public library—the kind some rich motherfucker, some wealthy academic, might have. Tall shelves of red wood, shelves that go up past a wrought-iron catwalk. Shelves closed in by shined glass. Two wooden ladders, each carved with ornate scrollwork, on either side of the U-shaped configuration of bookshelves. A glass desk at the far end. A glass table closer. Above it all, a candelabra that doesn’t fit the rest of the room. Like something made out of old pipe and pipe fittings—rust and limescale corrosion, elbow joints, candles flickering.


  They must see him looking at it.


  “It’s from Below,” the woman says. “Broken pipes found in a goblin temple. No archaic or antiquary value. Just a human thing found in a monstrous place. A curiosity.”


  “And ugly as sin,” the man says. Mookie gets a look at him. Flannel shirt. Big beard—the kind birds might nest in. A bit flabby. Older—Mookie’s age, probably, having crossed the boundary lines of his fifties. Lines in his brow deep enough to slot a penny and never see it again. “But this isn’t my house, so, oh well.”


  Mookie’s hands tighten into fists. “You got ten seconds to tell me who you are or I start punching this place into little splinters.”


  “Cool down, Punchy McGee,” the man mutters.


  “We,” the woman says, at a high octave with a sneer and a side glance thrown toward the bearded man, “are the ones who saved your life. I am Minerva Bellbook. My cohort here is John Wesley Woodwine.”


  Woodwine offers a casual nod.


  “Saved my life,” Mookie says, unclenching his fists. “I almost died?”


  The woman, Bellbook, is about to speak but John Wesley jumps in. “Technically, you did die. Your body’s gone to shit. Couldn’t handle the stress of this life—or the Pigments you pump into it—anymore. And then you had to go and gobble down some Vermilion, fight a bunch of cultists, and then fall a hundred feet—”


  “Hundred and forty-two,” the woman says.


  “—to an outcropping of rock, where if you hadn’t been all beefed up on the Red, you probably would’ve shattered your spine like a candy cane dropped on the kitchen floor. Of course, if you hadn’t been on the Red, you might not have fallen at all.”


  “If I hadn’t-a been on the Red,” Mookie growls, “they woulda had Nora.”


  “Nora,” Bellbook says.


  “Nora,” Woodwine says with a whistle.


  “What?” Mookie growls.


  “You wanna bite to eat?” Woodwine says. “Walk with us.”


  “My daughter. What about my daughter?”


  “Come,” Minerva says. “Let’s first get you out of this bed.”


   


  *


   


  Another room. He hobbles along to it, hemmed in on both sides by Bellbook and Woodwine. Mookie always knew this life would take its toll—really, it has all along, robbing his pockets every day. But this is the first time he really, truly feels it. Old in all his bones. His body no longer feels like a prime cut of filet—right now, all he feels like is a packet of old lunchmeat, loose, flabby, floppy.


  They sit him down at a small sitting table by a window. The blinds are closed. Gauzy light shines through them.


  They cut him slices of meat and cheese.


  Nothing fancy. Store-bought calabrese salami and sharp cheddar. But it’s good. Real good. A little spice in the meat. An acid tang to the cheese. His jaw works itself sore chewing. Through it, he growls, “Talk.”


  Minerva Bellbook sits. John Wesley hovers about.


  “Your daughter is getting married,” Bellbook says.


  Mookie stops chewing. A meatwad pocketed between gum and cheek. He starts laughing—it’s like an avalanche forming. Slow scree to sliding earth to bounding rock and soon he’s laughing so hard he’s almost crying. “Married. That’s a good one.”


  But they’re not laughing.


  So he stops laughing, too.


  “Married,” Mookie says. “The fuck you mean, married?”


  His two purported saviors share a look. She says, “We don’t have all the details. A couple weeks ago she showed up in the Prohibition tunnels beneath Los Angeles—”


  “Hold up,” he grunts. “LA? A couple weeks ago? I just saw her.”


  Another look shared.


  “Brother,” John Wesley says, “you’ve been down here for a couple months.”


  “Bullshit,” Mookie says.


  Bellbook shrugs. “It’s true, I’m afraid.”


  “We needed time to give you your new heart,” John Wesley says.


  “New heart?” Mookie feels like something just sucked the wind out of his sails and now he’s floating in a dead sea with nowhere to go. Months gone by. Nora married. New heart. Almost dead. He clutches at his chest and—


  He finds something there under his shirt.


  A hard nub. A circle. Cold even through the fabric. His two attendants watch with some fascination as he starts to lift his shirt.


  Bellbook says with a timbre of worry in her voice: “It’s a port—”


  “It goes right to your heart,” Woodwine says.


  Mookie peels up the shirt, and sees there a little iron ring. Affixed to the center of his chest with four little bolts and four little screws. The flesh around it is angry and red. The center of the ring is a little metal flap. Like what you’d find on a vent pipe or an exhaust port. An itty-bitty doggy door on a tiny hinge.


  He grabs at it with his fingers—tries to pull it out. He growls as he works to dig his nails underneath it. Woodwine leaps in, wrestles for his wrist, but Mookie throws up an elbow underneath the man’s chin. Teeth clack. John Wesley screams around a bitten tongue as he staggers back. Bellbook yells in a volume Mookie would think uncharacteristic for her, “You need this to live. You need this to live!”


   


  *


   


  Back in the library. He sits on the end of the hospital bed. Bellbook tests each of the bolts with a small wrench. Behind her, Woodwine paces, holding a towel to his mouth, its white fabric now stained red. He grumbles as he walks a half-orbit.


  “What happened to my heart?” Mookie asks. A small, soft question. It occurs to him suddenly: I’m afraid.


  Him being scared scares him even more.


  “Years of Blue probably contributed,” Minerva says. “But the Red? Blue can be hard on the mind, but Vermilion is hard on the body. You can only push those limits so far before things start to... break apart.”


  “Wasn’t the first time I did it,” Mookie admits.


  “Well, there you go,” Woodwine says, sounding pissed. “It wasn’t the fall that killed you. It was the heart giving out.”


  “Sorry about your jaw.”


  “Jaw’s fine,” the man answers. “Tongue feels fat. And I don’t find the taste of my own blood to be particularly appealing. You know what? Fuck that, I need a palate cleanser.” He walks over to the bookshelves and opens the glass to withdraw a bottle of something dark and murky. Woodwine holds it up. “Minerva, you mind?”


  She shrugs. “I don’t drink the stuff. That’s for Rufus.” She gives Mookie a small stitched smile. “My husband.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Woodwine comes back with a pair of glasses and the bottle. To Mookie: “You joining me in this, Pearl?”


  Bellbook protests, “I hardly think this is a good time to—”


  “Just pour.”


  John Wesley nods, pours two fingers, then hands over the glass. Mookie’s nose already detects the smoke and peat and brine. He slams it back. It’s smooth. Frictionless. Like it floats down his throat, round and buttery. A swampy, charcoal finish.


  “God, fuck, that’s good,” Mookie says, drawing breath through his nose. Everything feels warm and momentarily complete.


  “Laphroaig forty-year,” Woodwine says. “You can practically taste the Druid sacrifice in there. The older it gets, the mellower it goes. Amazing. Thanks, Minerva.”


  She scowls. “I think it tastes like barbecued swamp logs. Please enjoy.”


  “Your heart,” Woodwine says. “It’s still half-yours. The other half is artifice. Built by a... an acquaintance of ours. It requires fuel.”


  Bellbook waggles a round tin at him.


  “Cerulean?” Mookie asks.


  “Viridian,” she says.


  The Green Grave. The final Pigment. Once he thought they were all a myth, but since the death of Konrad Zoladski he’s had his hands on Vermilion, Ochre, Caput Mortuum, and obviously, Cerulean.


  “I’ve never seen that before.”


  John Wesley sips the whisky. “We have access to a supply.”


  “And if it runs out?”


  “Then your ticker stops ticking.”


  “Shit.”


  “That’s why we need to move fast on this.”


  Mookie sneers. “Fast on what?”


  “You’re gonna crash a wedding,” Woodwine says, grinning through bloody teeth. “Nora’s, in case you missed that part.”


  “I still don’t know what the fuck is going on.”


  “It’s like this. Your little girl bought a ticket on the 13 Train. We don’t know what happened next, only that the train? It fucking fell off a trestle. Just the one car. But she must’ve survived because two weeks ago she resurfaces—eh, so to speak—beneath L.A., and next thing we know she’s taking a meeting with Esmerelda Candlefly.”


  Candlefly. Mookie feels his blood pressure go high. So high he can hear the blood rushing like a river behind the drums of his ears.


  Why would Nora meet with any Candlefly?


  Goddamnit.


   “Rumor is, she’s looking to marry into a daemon family.”


  “Why?” Mookie growls, clutching the glass so hard he thinks it might crack.


  “Because she believes it’ll get her out of Hell. Some old ritual, some rite she discovered, says that if she marries into a daemon family, that’ll get her a ticket out the door.”


  Bellbook says, “And it’ll get the daemon who marries her a ticket back in.”


  “How do you know all this?” Mookie asks.


  “We’re daemons,” they say at the same time.


  Goddamnit.


  “Problem is,” Woodwine says, “this marriage would be bad news. The Bellbook prophets—”


  “You guys have prophets?”


  “Are prophets,” Bellbook says.


  “You don’t look like a prophet. You look like an accountant.”


  She smiles, mirthless. “That’s all prophets are. Accountants. Keeping the ledgers of what has been, is now, and will take place.”


  “I’m just saying I got a hard time picturing you sorting through pigeon guts.”


  “We don’t read the future in guts, Mr. Pearl. We read them in books.”


  “Whatever. So, you saved my ass so I can save yours.”


  Woodwine clinks his glass against Mookie’s empty one, then finishes it.


  Bellbook reaches down, pulls a ticket. Presses it into Mookie’s hands. “This is an airline ticket. The flight leaves tomorrow morning for Los Angeles. You will be on this flight. The wedding is in three weeks—on the vernal equinox, March 20th. A necessary date—the length of day and night are precisely equal. That will give you plenty of time to stop these events from occurring. In whatever way you deem most... appropriate.”


  “I’m not going on that plane.”


  Bellbook stiffens. “Excuse me?”


  “I got something to do first. Got a book I need. The Maro Mergos.”


  “That book doesn’t exist,” Woodwine mutters.


  “It does. I’ve seen it. I know who has it. You want me to get my little girl out of there? Fine. But I gotta have something to offer her, first. Something real. My girl grew up and I didn’t really know her. But I know her now. And she’s like a dog with its jaws on a bone—she won’t let go until you give her a steak. I need this book.”


  “Absolutely not—”


  But Woodwine jumps in. “No, Minerva. He’s right. And there’s time. Get the book. We’ll offer what help we can but if it’s gone into Hell, we can’t follow. The gates of the Great Below are closed to our kind and have been for a very long time.”


  “Fine,” Bellbook says after some hesitation. “Fine. But believe me, Mr. Pearl, this heart we have given you requires a fuel that I suspect you will not be able to farm for yourself. As such, you are tethered to us because, without us, your heart will stop beating. The machine will break. The muscle that remains yours will pucker up like fingertips left too long in bathwater. And you will die. Are we clear?”


  “Just let me do my thing,” Mookie says.


  “So be it.”
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  The ritual is this: if I’m willing to marry a member of one of the demon families—of which there are seven or eight, I guess—then I’ll be able to leave this place. And whoever I marry will be able to enter the Deep Downstairs, too. We get to have our cake and eat it, too. All this has to take place on one of the equinoxes. That part’s easy; one is coming up soon. What I don’t know is how such a wedding would even work. I can’t go up to the surface. And the demons—sorry, Hrothk reminds me that it’s “daemons”—can’t come down below. Gonna make it hard to trade vows with someone I can’t physically be with. Hroth and Burnsy say they have a solution, though. They’d better.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Mookie stands by the front door of the house. Slipping on a jacket that’s not his with a ragged fur-lined hood. As he zips up, his thumb catches the slight protrusion of the ring covering the hole in his chest.


  “It’s still cold out there,” Woodwine says. “First of March and still cold.”


  Mookie grunts. He grabs the cleaver, slides it into his sheath, then hooks it to his belt. Bellbook’s not here—she remained in the library.


  Mookie puts out his hand.


  Woodwine shakes it.


  Mookie squeezes. Knuckles grind—Woodwine’s knees go weak with the pain and he starts to droop but Mookie keeps him up.


  “The Green Grave, asshole. I’m not trying to shake your hand. I need the stuff if I’m gonna be out there.”


  John Wesley pulls away. “You don’t appreciate what we’ve given you.”


  “No, I suppose I don’t.”


  He fishes in his pocket. Pulls out the round tin. “The Viridian.”


  “What’s this stuff really do, anyway? I know the yellow stuff opens gates. Red makes you go big and scary. Blue is blue. Violet—” Brings you back from the dead. “What’s this stuff?”


  “It does a few things, it seems. It opens your awareness, like the Blue. It heals even the most grievous of injuries—”


  “Like the little mushrooms.”


  Woodwine clucks his tongue. “Not quite. The Caput Mortuum brings you back from the dead. The Viridian should stop you from getting there. You’ll not only be able to take one helluva beating, but you’ll come back from it a lot faster with the Green pumping through your heart.”


  “How often I need this shit?”


  “You’ll know when you need it. A teaspoon—and there’s a little spoon in the tin—would get most men a week.”


  “I’m not most men.”


  “That’s no bullshit, is it? You might get three days being as big as you are and hard as you roll. Push yourself too hard and you might need it sooner. This is a finite supply. We have more, but even that has an end. Get the book. Come back. We’ll rebook the flight. The clock—”


  “Is ticking, yeah.” Mookie shrugs. “Bye.”


   


  *


   


  Stepping foot outside, he feels the wind whip up and lash at him like a dragon’s tail. It’s all cold scales and sharp ridges. He looks up. Fancy brownstone. Looks around. Upper East Side. Not far, he bets, from where Zoladski had his little mansion.


  Three weeks till the equinox. Three weeks to get out to the West Coast.


  Three weeks to stop his daughter’s wedding.


  That’s some crazytown bullshit, right there. Nora? Married? Jesus. He knew she was getting close to Casimir Zoladski, but then that poor kid had to go and get himself killed by the god-worm that had inhabited the Big Boss’ flesh—but even then, would she really have considered marrying him? She didn’t love Casimir at first; he was just a stepladder so the little girl could reach the top shelf. But then she fell for him. What if she falls for one of these Candlefly sons-a-bitches?


  The wind steals his breath.


  He cinches the hood.


  He needs that book. The Maro Mergos. It’s the only thing he can offer her. Only thing that’ll sway her hand, change her course.


  Three weeks.


  That’ll be easy, he tells himself.


   


  *


   


  Mookie needs the book. He knows who has the book: Lacey Aces, once of the Get-Em-Girls. He wants her, he’s got to find what’s left of the Get-Em-Girls. He wants them, then it’s best to check out their old stomping grounds. Which means hitting up their old warehouse in Hell’s Kitchen.


  Inside: a thudding bass. Dull music. Some kinda techno crap. Mookie’s not a big music guy but when he listens to tunes, it’s got to be something with a little soul, a little heart. Muddy Waters. Stevie Wonder. Jeez, he’s loathe to admit it, but his wife, Jess, loved Hall & Oates and now he can’t not think of her when he hears them.


  Whatever sound is coming through that door isn’t Hall & Oates. It sounds like Hall & Oates being thrown in a wood chipper and set to a beat: grindy, glitchy, booming.


  Mookie knocks on the door.


  Nothing. They can’t hear him over the aural abortion they call “music.”


  He pounds on the door. Just shy of knocking it off its hinges.


  The music volume dips. Mumbles. Shouts. Footsteps.


  The door opens.


  Some raggedy ginger opens it—freckled, pocked, Droopy Dog face like he’s got invisible fishhooks dragging the sallow bags under his eyes ever downward. Loose Celtics jersey. Gold chains. Pale and orange like a koi in a rich man’s pond.


  He smokes a nub of a cigarette. Shows off track marks in the well of his arm.


  “Yo, man, whatchoo need?” he says. Cocky lean to his face. The ghost of a smile. He thinks he’s tough as a bent nail, this guy.


  “I need information,” Mookie says.


  “Like, directions and shit?”


  Mookie shrugs. “Sure. Let’s go with that. Directions. Can I come in?”


  Droopy Dog laughs. “No, man, you can’t come up in here. That’s funny.”


  “People often say I’m a real comedian,” Mookie says. No smile.


  Droopy’s smile melts away. “You need to go now.”


  The wind kicks up trash on the sidewalk.


  Mookie tilts his head, looks at the guy’s arm. Sees a tattoo there on the lanky, blown-tire bicep—green shamrock with a gold crown in the middle. Letters CCG in the middle. Mookie knows who they are. Coonan-Cochran Gang. Irish. They run drugs. Girls. Mostly, though, it’s violent bullshit—robberies, smash-and-grabs, hit jobs. Nothing sophisticated. That’d be too smart, too savvy. They make Mookie look like a combination brain surgeon / rocket scientist. A rocket surgeon? Whatever.


  Never had a place in the Organization, but always collected at the edges like medical waste washing up on the beach at the Jersey Shore. They’re in Jersey City, Trenton, Baltimore.


  Gathering at low places.


  Except now, with the Organization gone, Manhattan has been brought low. And now they’ve settled into the Get-Em-Girls’ digs? Where they had a hole to the Deep Downstairs? That means...


  Mookie grabs the dipshit’s face. The dickhead cries out, tries throwing a punch—but Mookie just tilts his skull so that the top of his forehead takes it. Bam. The kid’s knuckles crack and he howls in pain.


  There. The ghost of blue stains on the temples.


  Blazehead.


  The Blue stuff is out there now. Not just for those in-the-know. Not just for Moles, not just for rich fucks or club kids. If common thugs like this jabroni have access to it, it’s blown open. Blue. The Below. All of it.


  By now the thug is screaming. Kicking. Trying to hit and failing.


  Reaching in the back of his baggy shorts for what is probably a pistol.


  That’s a no-can-do.


  Mookie spins the fucker like a top. Pins his wrist against the small of his back. Gives a hard punch to the gun hanging in his waistband—the boxy Glock drops through the shorts and out the pant-leg like a loose turd. Mookie steps on it, and shoves his way inside, using Droopy as a shield.


  It goes about how you’d think.


  It’s a warehouse space—which the Girls used to use as a practice flat track for roller derby moves since in addition to being a gang of stone cold bitches they were also a bonafide roller derby team—and the thugs have divvied it up like a giant studio apartment. Couple ratty couches. Flatscreen TV on an old steamer trunk. Coffee table heaped high with just what you’d expect: guns, a bong, bag of weed, bag of white powder, video game controllers.


  Mookie’s not a math whiz, but he can add, and as soon as he comes in the door he counts six other motherfuckers that need dealing with. Three fuckos on the couch. One guy standing at a food-shellacked microwave with one hot pocket already in his mouth, another coming out of the hot box like a steaming pile of doughy feces. Two more Irish wags on a rickety four-poster bed, tagging some frizzy-haired blonde from both ends, working her like they’re two lumberjacks sawing a big log.


  Mookie knows subtraction, too. And he knows he needs one, just one, of these assholes alive to get the information he needs.


  Trick is knowing which one.


  Not a lot of time for that calculation, because the shit doesn’t hit the fan so much as a manure truck gets sucked into the turbine of a 747 airliner.


  The three thugs scramble. Baggy, flabby, each with the muscle tone of a boneless chicken thigh. They all do the same thing—reach for the guns on the table. Mookie picks up Droopy, throws him bodily into the table. He shrieks. The table breaks. Guns scatter. The bong shatters.


  Everything smells like bong water.


  One dude with rubbery jowls goes for an Uzi still spinning on the floor like a gunmetal top. Mookie steps down on both the dude’s hand and the gun. Bones break. The dude screams, “What the fu—” and then Mook is splitting the dude’s mouth open with a hard pop of his knee. Jowly cries like a spurned toddler as he tumbles onto his ass. Three teeth clatter like thrown dice.


  Cleaver, out. Second dude rushes up, arms pinwheeling like a clumsy carnival ride. Bucktoothed mouth open in an inchoate roar.


  Mookie smacks him with the flat of the blade. Bucktooth goes down.


  Then, suddenly, it’s three on one. The third flabby couch motherfucker, and two naked dudes. One ripped, muscles so tight he looks like he could use his thighs to crush a bear skull. The other is a long, loose rope with braided, corded muscle. That’s the more dangerous one. Guys with big muscles usually don’t know what to do with them. But ropy, rangy guys like this other fucker—he’s the one to watch for. He’s a scrapper.


  They try to surround him. Ropy on his left. Muscles on his right. Flabs still standing head-on.


  It’s Flabs that moves first. Maybe because he wants to show how tough he is. Maybe because he’s dumb as a bag of hair.


  His wrist flips—flickety-click. Butterfly knife. Gleam in the blade.


  Flabs lunges.


  So do the other two.


  Good.


  Mookie grabs Flabs’ hand—the one with the knife. He cranks the dipshit’s arm—the elbow breaks, but hey, whatever, it is what it is—and points the knife right toward Ropy as he lunges. Muscles meets the flat of the cleaver.


  Flabs screams.


  Mookie buries the cleaver in his head. Dull crunch reverberates up Mook’s arm. A mist of blood hangs in the air, a red vapor.


  Ropy staggers back. Butterfly knife buried to the hilt in his chest.


  Muscles tries to get up. He’s bent over on his hands and knees, giving Mookie the full fruitbowl—so Mookie crushes the plums with a hard boot kick right up the assbone.


  A woman shrieks.


  There—the woman from the bed.


  She’s snarling past a lipstick-smeared face.


  She’s got a revolver. Comically large. Looks like a Smith & Wesson Model 29. Mookie thinks, She can’t handle that gun. That hand-cannon’s going to go off, with nothing tethering it to the deck of her metaphorical boat. And like a rogue cannon, it’s going to fly back from the recoil and crack her in the mouth and knock her cold.


  That’s when Ropy leaps on Mookie’s back. Mookie roars, pivots—


  The gun goes off—whoom.


  A .44 round mushrooms through Ropy’s chest.


  And keeps going, into the meat of Mookie’s shoulder.


  Pain like a fireplace poker pressed into his flesh. He shakes the dead weight of Ropy off like the punk’s a heavy coat. Mookie feels blood trickling down his back. He turns, and there stands the nude girl. Leering. Grinning. Gun up. Smoke drifting lazily from the barrel, bringing with it that spent powder stink.


  She thumbs back the hammer.


  That’s when Hot Pocket starts to move. Mookie forgot about him, but suddenly here he is—hopping up from behind the couch, Hot Pocket still in his goddamn mouth like he’s a dog with a bone, running toward the exit like a man on fire.


  That’s the one I want. The one who runs is the one I need.


  The naked woman—she sees the movement, too. She hesitates.


  Which is all Mookie needs. He bumrushes her. Hits her like a train—shoulder under her gun arm, hands up, gun goes off. It’s like a clap of thunder next to his head. Ears ringing. Stench of gunsmoke. Before he even knows what happened she’s down on the ground and knocked out cold, the gun spinning away. Mookie lurches up, bleeding—


  Hot Pocket is about to make his exit.


  And Mookie, he’s spilling red. And he can’t hear anything out of his one ear. Everything is a screaming computer tone, high-pitched and shrill like a splinter made out of sound. He paws at the couch. Uses it to pull himself up just as Hot Pocket—


  Catches a shovel across the face and falls flat on his ass.


  The shovel pitches forward. Clangs on the ground.


  “Freckle-dicked clowns,” comes a voice.


  An all-too-familiar voice.


  Werth—that old goat—walks in through the door.
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  We need a cenote—a “low place.” Can’t be man-made, has to be a natural part of the landscape or something. Like certain caves or pits or coves. Such places, according to Hrothk, have both the Great Below and the Infinite Above bleeding into them a little bit, and so that means it’s a place I can go and someone from the daemon families can go, too. Meaning, it’s a place we can meet. Question is, where? East Coast doesn’t have any. A few down Mexico way. One in Canada Hrothk knows about. But he also said that he knows a few on the West Coast. I’ve always wanted to see the West Coast. Hey, maybe I’ll actually get to see a sunset. Of course, first we have to cross half of the country underground to get there...


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Hot Pocket moans around his Hot Pocket.


  Mookie barely hears him. He’s staring at his old lieutenant, his old boss-below-the-Boss: James Werth.


  Werth looks much like he did in the dream. Got the pallor of a river-dragged corpse. Goat horns sprout from his brow and curl inward: not tight spirals, but wide, drooping arcs that end in broken, cracked tips. Gone is the bloody gut-shot shirt.


  He leans on the shovel like a man on a cane.


  “You,” Mookie says.


  “Me.” Werth winks. Licks his dead gray tooth. The word comes in muted, muffled, through Mookie’s screaming ear.


  “You were dead.” Maybe he’s still a ghost. But he’s got a shovel. A real shovel. That he just used to bash into some thug’s face.


  “Still am, I’m afraid.” Werth lifts his shirt. Shows the gunshot wound, which looks ragged, but bloodless. Like a bullet-hole in a lunch tray. He drops the shirt. When he does, a scent comes off him. Wet dog. Goat cheese. The rankling odor of pickled roadkill. “Think of me like those poor sad fucks down there in the dark of Daisypusher. Dead flesh containing living purpose. Animated by a need to do something.”


  “Do what?” Mookie growls.


  “Save you. Your daughter. Make things right.” Still sounds like the old goat is talking underwater. But slowly, Mookie’s ears start to feel better.


  “You made them right enough. You gave me the Red. That got me out of Zoladski’s mansion.”


  “And I also put you there as part of a trap.”


  “Fuck you for that, by the way.”


  Werth shrugs. “See? I didn’t make all things right, did I? Besides—” He adjusts his stance, wincing with obvious pain. “It’s not just about you, you big hairless skunk ape. Bad things are coming. I told you that.”


  “So that really was you.”


  “Really was, yeah.”


  “How?”


  Werth sneers a smile. “All in due time, Mook. Point is, the bad things that are coming are at least partly my fault. I helped that Candlefly fucker. I stuck with the Boss even when I wasn’t sure who the Boss even was or if he was still alive. And that got Nora brought in. Then you. The dominoes are falling toward a big pit, Mook, and I helped give some of them a push, you see? I wanna make it right.”


  “You don’t got an honorable bone in your body.”


  “Oh, aw now, that hurts. Still. You’re right, you’re right. I didn’t. But death is clarifying.”


  “Yeah. No shit.”


  “No shit.”


  Hot Pocket moans. Mookie kicks him hard in the leg. The man yelps.


  “You got shot?” Werth asks.


  “Yeah.” Mookie starts to feel around for the wound.


  “Wouldn’t be the first time, eh?”


  “No,” he says with a flinching grimace as his fingers find the wound. It’s hot. Itchy. And—


  Already closing up?


  It’s already puckering. He can feel hard skin. Scabby. The blood isn’t even running fresh anymore. It’s the Viridian. The Green Grave is patching him up—churning through his body like a crackhead with a needle and thread.


  Powerful voodoo at work.


  “So,” Werth says. “This Irish-bred greaseball, the one who smells like a McDonald’s fry-o-later. What’s his deal and why do we care?”


  “He knows things.”


  “Does he?” Werth yells down, “Whaddya know, Joe?”


  “I... I don’t know shit,” Hot Pocket stammers. He’s sweating like a glass in summer, even though it’s winter. “I can’t help you, I’m just—”


  “I need to know where the Get-Em-Girls have gone. Looking for a couple of them in particular, looking for—”


  Whong.


  The shovel comes down on the back of Hot Pocket’s head. The skull collapses inward like a hairy pumpkin under a hard boot. Hot Pocket stops moving.


  Mookie roars. Rushes Werth. The shovel clatters as he jacks the old goat against the wall. “You sonofabitch. You said you wanted to help!”


  “And I am gonna help,” Werth gurgles and grins. “I know where your Get-Em-Girls are, Mook. They’re in Brooklyn.”


   


  *


   


  Cab fare to Brooklyn would be a killer, so they’re on the M Line. The train wobbling and rocking through the dark—kagung kagung, kagung kagung. Mookie’s not on the Blue stuff but the Green Grave does the trick. Normally, he’d be looking through the schmutz-smeared windows and he’d see things out there. Something squirming. A goblin scurrying. A face in the old brick, the only brightness in the dark.


  But he doesn’t see anything. No goblins. No milk-spiders. No nothing.


  The monsters have been quiet. And even after his time comatose, that doesn’t seem to have changed. That worries him.


  Werth, standing next to Mookie on the train, is also quiet. Like this is no big thing. Like who cares that he’s dead? Business as usual. Like the old days. Mookie and Werth going out together to solve some problem (or cause a new problem, if that’s what the job demanded). They’d go out, break some shin-bones, snap some wrists. Steal back some Blue from rogue Moles. Cut down a pack of gobbos running a brothel. Shake down some Snakeface running an opium den. That was the job. And these two did nearly all of it because what they did was specialized. Werth was a knife. Mookie was a hammer. They were designed to break this world—the real world, the one where monsters exist and Hell is not a metaphysical domain but rather a giant fucking labyrinth underneath everyone’s feet—into its constituent parts.


  They were never really friends. Not in the sense everyone means that word. It was mostly about the job. They knew each other’s frailties and foibles well. And they knew what the other was good at, too. They talked work because life was work. When Mookie was having issues with Jess and Nora, he didn’t bring it to Werth’s table. And when Werth was shacking up with whatever bartender or waitress or drug-mule, Mookie didn’t probe. Didn’t judge because that wasn’t his job—and that was one of the things Werth always said, “You live in a hair house, don’t throw lit matches.”


  Of course, then everything went pair-shaped. Nora came back into his life. Lied to get in close. Then Zoladski’s cancer, Candlefly, Vithra, the Sandhogs and the third water tunnel. Werth betrayed Mookie to save his own ass but then somewhere along the way either grew a quick conscience or decided he was backing the wrong pony. He saved Mook just to catch a bullet and...


  Well, now here he is.


  Dead. But not different. Not really.


  “The Organization’s gone,” Werth suddenly says.


  “Hn? Yeah.”


  “That’s fucked, right? It’s like finding out the US government’s collapsed and now the White House has been taken over by a bunch of fuckin’ crackheads.”


  “I guess, yeah.”


  More silence. The train bangs and shudders. A pasty white hipster in skinny jeans and a deep, deep V-neck adjusts a big bulky set of earphones that dwarf his narrow skull. Across from him, a black lady sits with a garbage bag on her lap and she’s poking through the clothes inside of it, casting looks left and right like she’s afraid someone might come and take it from her.


  Sometimes they look at him. Because he’s covered in blood. His own.


  “How’s Nora?” Werth asks suddenly.


  “Don’t pretend you wanna know that.”


  “I do. So what?”


  “Last I checked, you hate her. She shot you once, you remember that?” It’s why Werth has that limp. “Then her and Candlefly—”


  “She saved herself from that. Tried to save you, too, at the end. She and I are square.” Way he says it, Mookie’s not so sure. Something in how he grinds his jaw, or how he leans suddenly harder against the subway pole like he wants to slam into something but can’t. “I got capped before it all went down—Haversham, that fuck—but I heard she almost died down there?”


  “Did die. In the Expanse.”


  “You made it to the Expanse?”


  “...yeah.”


  “Fuck, Mook.”


  “So she’s all right? What’s she doing now?”


  Mookie tells him. He gives the story short shrift but covers the basics up to now. He leaves out the fact he’s working with (or for, a little venomous voice says in the back of his mind) Woodwine and Bellbook. He doesn’t mention that Nora’s apparently working with the Candlefly family, either, nor does he mention that he recently fell from a very precipitous height, ruined the Yonder market, and basically died from a Vermilion-fueled heart attack.


  The rest is enough of a doozy. Werth whistles. “You’re looking for the book, then.”


  “Yeah,” Mookie confirms.


  “Maro Mergos is a real thing. No shit. I always thought it was a myth or something. You got someone to translate it?”


  Mookie hesitates. “Not yet.”


  “So you don’t even know if it does what it’s supposed to do?”


  “I’m working on it.”


  “You’re working on it? You sure?”


  “I said I’m working on it,” Mookie growls.


  And that’s the end of that conversation.


   


  *


   


  Big brick building behind wire fences and coils of barbed wire. Outside a rusted metal sign is hung, and letters have been cut out of it, spelling a word: CRASHLANDING.


  Outside, wind keens. Trash blows. A block away, on Flushing, someone honks their horn. A baby cries. A homeless guy laughs. Hipsters walk. Brooklyn. Williamsburg.


  “Looks like some kinda factory,” Mookie grunts.


  “Is. Was. Been a roller derby flat track for years.”


  “Years.”


  “Yep. Get-Em-Girls always had a presence here.”


  “And why didn’t I know about this?”


  Werth shrugs with his mouth and eyebrows. “This place was never really a hot-bed of criminal activity. Not like a dog fight or something—at a dog fight, you bring in all kinds of nasty sorts. The drugs, the girls, the guns. This is just roller derby. They were a team before they were a gang, remember.”


  “Yeah, fine, that makes—” He’s about to say sense, but suddenly his heart flutters like a bird in a cage, wings banging against iron bars, and his heart goes fast, faster, ripping a rough hard beat that suddenly starts to slow down—


  The world starts to dim. He can feel the awareness start to leave him.


  He feels dizzy. He needs more Viridian. He fumbles the tin out of his pocket, barely manages to pop the lid. Werth gasps when he sees it.


  “Mook, that’s the Green Gra—”


  “Shut the fuck up,” Mookie barks, then dips the little spoon into the tin.


  He lifts his shirt with one hand.


  Trying desperately not to fall like a chainsawed redwood.


  Werth watches as Mookie slides the spoonful of the shimmering green powder into his chest-hole, his “port.” The spoon’s entry is cold, like an icicle that doesn’t go just through his heart but all the way through his soul.


  And then it kicks in. Slippy, slidey, all-gone-wonky.


  Blue flame, green flame, dragon eyes, chameleon skin.


  Then his heart picks back up again. A steady beat. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.


  “What the fuck was all that?” Werth asks.


  Mookie thrusts a finger and says, “You don’t tell anybody about this. You hear me? Not nobody.”


   


  *


   


  Punk music blares: a few shrieking guitar chords on hard repeat with a simple bip-bap-bipbip-bap drum beat. That set to the sound of skate wheels clacking and hissing on the scuffed-up track—a track marked off by blue lines of painters tape. Women in helmets and T-shirts skate forward, then stop at the tape lines—then skate forward and stop again. It seems in time to the music though Mookie’s not sure how.


  “Running drills,” Werth says.


  “How d’you know that?”


  He shrugs. “You never watched roller derby?”


  “No.”


  “Missing out, big guy.”


  They take a few steps inside.


  A girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, is cleaning skates by a wooden bench propped up against the fence bordering the indoor track. Her pigtails bob and bounce.


  “Hey,” she says as they approach.


  “We’re lookin’ for somebody,” Mookie says. Before she can answer, Mookie notices Werth giving him a crooked grin. Like a proud dad after his son takes a first sip of beer and doesn’t make a sour face. “What?”


  “My boy’s all grown up. Time to take the diapers off.”


  The girl watches the conversation, suddenly bewildered.


  “The hell you mean?” Mookie asks.


  “I mean, most times we went out together, I always led. You’re not... the best with conversation. Sometimes words come tumbling out of your mouth like turds out a bulldog’s ass, Mook.”


  “You keep talking like that you’ll have teeth tumbling out of your mouth.”


  The old goat holds up his hands—the fingers dark like the cracked-black of goat hooves. “Hey, slow your roll, big palooka. I’m saying I’m proud of you.”


  Mookie grunts. Turns back to the girl. “Like I said: lookin’ for somebody.”


  The girl cocks an eyebrow. “I don’t know ‘em.”


  “We didn’t tell you who.”


  “You also didn’t put any money in my hands.” She gives him a look up and down. “Or any Blue.”


  “Jesus. Does everybody do Blue now?” Mookie reaches into his pocket. Finds his wallet there, which he’s thankful for given that he just woke up from some kind of supernatural coma earlier in the day. He pulls out a twenty and holds it just outside her reach. “Twenty bucks. You know Lacey Aces? Or Skelly? Any of the Get-Em-Girls?”


  She pauses, like she’s thinking. She starts to reach for the twenty when Werth elbows him. “Mook. Look. Blue skates.”


  Sure enough, a flash of blue skates.


  On the feet of one Miss Lacey Aces.


  Mookie yanks back the twenty. He and Werth leave the girl behind, start to walk toward the track. But then the girl is up and waving her arms, yelling:


  “Lacey! Run!”


  It’s like watching a gazelle on one of them nature channels. Body stiff, eyes wide, suddenly spooked that a cheetah is coming up on the watering hole. She pivots hard and skates off the track toward a back door.


  Mookie and Werth go after her.


  But the girls on the track? They don’t skate idly past. They all turn, a mob on skates, and charge forward. Hurtling forward to that punk beat. Mookie tries to sidestep—he doesn’t feel like knocking anybody down, giving somebody a brain injury—but sidestepping one means stepping into another. He catches an elbow to the nose. A dark squid-ink shadow of pain hides behind his eyes as they start to water—suddenly it’s just shapes winging past. A hip checks him into Werth. Werth is already hobbled, and goes down fast. Mookie keeps running, keeps charging like the bull that he is, but even strong bulls are prone to gracelessness—


  One of the skaters yells, “Illegal move incoming, bitch!”


  Then a skate hooks his ankle and the world rushes up to meet him.


  The flats of his hands smack hard against the concrete outside the track. Pain vibrates up his arms. He just barely stops his head from cracking. He starts to scramble, but skate-toes kick him in the ass, the ribs, the shoulder. From the sounds Werth is making, he’s suffering the same. He rolls over if only so he can see where the attacks are coming from, and suddenly the kicks all stop and there’s that thirteen-year-old girl with a goddamn broadsword pointed down at his throat.


  Mookie always knew the Get-Em-Girls liked their blades, but this is a step up.


  Mookie blows a bloody clot out of his nose and growls. “I need Lacey Aces.”


  “You can’t see her,” says one skater—black girl, big afro, lipstick as pink as a mouthful of Bubblicious.


  “Yeah, bitch,” another—arms tatted all the way from wrist to shoulder with jaguar spots, zebra stripes, burning birds.


  “You oughta get the fuck outta here,” the thirteen-year-old says.


  Suddenly, the crowd all moves. Awareness of a new player. They shift and mumble and step aside.


  And Skelly steps up.


  She sees Mookie. Her eyes go wide. “Mookie.”


  “Hey, Kell. Skell.” He grunts. “Whatever you’re calling yourself.”


  “Back away,” she says to everyone. “Come on. Buzz off, little bees. I got this, it’s ice cube cool.” Then she offers him a hand.


  And a look of what might be love, or what might be sadness.
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  Of course, the cenote won’t be enough. The wedding rite won’t work. We need an in-between place, what Hrothk calls a “ceremonial interstitium,” whatever the hell that means. He doesn’t even seem to know, which doesn’t give me much hope here. All the more reason I need someone from the daemon families to lend me a hand. This journey is long and hard and it better fucking pay off.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  The three of them sit in the derby track office—old wood paneling, ancient radiator, the wall covered in posters of bands Mookie’s never heard of and will likely never hear of again. The room is up above the track, and they can look down on it. For now, practice is over, but many of the girls are milling about in circles, throwing looks up at the window and talking. Skelly pulls the blinds down.


  Mookie’s got a bag of frozen peas held up against his nose, and he’s peering over the edge of it. Werth is just standing in the back corner, arms crossed, scowling with his wire-beard chin pressed firmly to his chest.


  Skelly sits on the far side of the desk. Leaning forward. Staring. Mookie’s mad at her, but he also can’t help but think she’s beautiful. Hair-dyed like


  “I thought you were dead,” she says in a small voice.


  “I am dead,” Werth says, then takes the temperature of the room. “Yeah, you’re not talking about me, are you?”


  The look she gives him could cook a pig.


  Her gaze—softer now—turns back to Mookie.


  “I did die,” Mookie says. “Maybe. Almost. I dunno.” Unconsciously, he itches at the iron ring beneath his shirt. The skin around it tingles and burns, as if bitten by tiny, invisible ants. “That why you’re back at all this?”


  “You mean the gang?”


  “You know that’s what I mean.” Those words come out sharper than he expected.


  “I told you I was coming back to this when I left you,” she says.


  Werth whistles. “Trouble in paradise.”


  Mookie and Skelly turn and at the same time, say, “Shut the fuck up, Werth.” And then the two of them look at each other. Her mouth fishhooks into a tiny smile and Mookie feels a blush rise to his cheeks—like sun warming a concrete block.


  A moment, shared. Small, but not inconsequential.


  “I’m glad you’re not dead, sugar,” she says.


  “Not sure I feel the same yet.” And he tells her much of the story he told Werth—about Nora, mostly. “I feel a little lost here.”


  “You want Lacey.”


  “I want the book.”


  She hesitates.


  “Shit,” Mookie says.


  “I’m sorry,” she says.


  “Hey, yo, hello,” Werth says, stepping forward and waving his hands like he’s trying to warn a car that the bridge is out. “I’m behind on your little lovebird shithead shorthand. What happened?”


  “The book is gone already,” Mookie says. Hands into fists.


  Skelly shrugs. “Was gone before I got the gang back together.”


  Mookie’s good feeling evaporates. A gamboling deer turned to mist and fur by an onrushing tractor trailer. “Where is it?”


  “I’ll...” Skelly sighs. “I’ll go get Lacey.”


   


  *


   


  Lacey’s guarded. Pouty. Ready to be judged.


  Mookie doesn’t hold back.


  “I saved you,” he snarls. “Down there. The Skinless. I saved you.”


  “So?” she asks.


  “You still took the book.”


  “I didn’t ask you to save me. I’m not Princess Peach, and you sure as hell ain’t Mario.” She grumbles under her breath, “King Koopa or Donkey Kong, maybe.”


  Mookie doesn’t know what any of that shit means. “You left me down there to die. I was having a heart attack.”


  “Wait, what?” Skelly jumps in while Werth leans back, watching it all.


  Lacey retracts. Starts to turn, “I don’t have to listen to any of this.”


  Skelly braces an arm against the door of the office, blocking her path. “You do you still want to stick with this gang.”


  Lacey turns. “Fine. I’m sorry, okay?” She says this not to Mookie but to Skelly. “He saved my ass but then wanted something for it and then... he started clutching his chest and he fell over and...” Deep exhale through her nose. “I skated away.”


  Skelly pistons a punch into the girl’s midsection.


  Then grabs her by the hair and holds here against the doorjamb.


  “You little cooze,” Skelly says. “You knew he was my man at the time. No way you couldn’t have. And you left him there on the floor to die like a dog? Didn’t even call anybody? That’s cold, little sister. Colder than ice cube up a snowman’s ass. Now you’re going to make up for that slight and you’re going to tell us—who’d you sell it to?”


  “I had a debt—”


  She thumps Lacey’s head against the jamb again. Not enough to do any damage, but enough to hurt. “Go on.”


  “To the Russians. Okay? They bid well.”


  “Mafiya?” Werth says from the back of the room.


  A hesitant nod from Lacey.


  “No,” Mookie says. “That shit don’t add up. The Russians are new at this. They don’t have any history here. Book like the Maro Mergos is fuck-all to them. They’re criminals, not cultists.”


  Werth slowly applauds. They all turn toward him. “What? I’m proud of my baby boy, here. Mook, people said you were dumb as a bucket of boulders, but truth is, you got a real head on your shoulders. Sorry for doubting you.”


  Hard to tell whether the old goat is being sincere. Mookie just makes an nnngh sound and turns back to Lacey and Skelly. “Someone else is involved here.”


  Thump. Skelly jams Lacey’s head again. “Dig deep, little peep. You really sell to the Russians? Don’t make me brain you again.”


  “I did! I did. I sold to the Russians but—they said, ow, they said there was someone else, okay? They were, you know, they were middlemen. Okay? Brokers.”


  Skelly looks to Mookie. He shrugs and nods. She lets Lacey go.


  “You know who it was?” Mookie asks.


  Lacey, wounded and hesitant, shakes her head.


  “Who’d want the book?” Skelly asks.


  Werth rolls his head on the wall, craning his neck, the vertebrae crackling and popping—it’s one of the ways he thinks, Mookie knows. “That’s a long fuckin’ list. Uh, let’s see. Any cult. Any rich occultist. Anybody who trucks in artifacts and antiquities of an, ah, hellish nature. A dozen Snakefaces I could name. Couple criminal types. That’s a wide open field, my friends.”


  “Guess we’re gonna have to shake down a Mafiya type,” Mookie says.


  “I’m in,” Skelly says.


  Mookie gives her a look. “You sure?”


  “Sure as a shiv in the back.” She grabs Lacey around the neck. “And this little filly’s in, too. Ain’t that right, rainbow?”


  Lacey scowls. “Yeah, great. Count me in.” She twirls her finger like a lasso and mutters an unenthused, “Whee.”
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  It’s been weird. Traveling across the country, but doing it underground. It’s like, Hell is Hell no matter where you go but it still takes on, how to put it... regional flavors? Along the coast you find boats down in the dark. More water, too, dripping in some places, streaming in others. Up under the mountains we kept crossing over into old silver mines with the mine carts and long-dead miners sealed off. Under the desert it’s dry as a bone, everything the color of blood, sand streaming—it’s like the Grand Canyon in places except if you put a big stonking lid over the whole thing. We found a horse wandering in the dark, blind and mad. We saw a school bus filled not with dead children but heaped with the bones of animals and the dry cankers of old gobbo egg-sacs. Occasionally we get really close to the surface and Hrothk or Burnsy heads up top to steal some food and water while I sit around down below, feeling the slow pulsing of the Great Below and the pressure of the living world above, each coming together and putting my brain in a migraine head-lock. But the trip is almost ever. Thank fucking God.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  A hand trails across Mookie’s neck. A soft, fluttering touch. He moans a little. Turns toward it. Skelly. He reaches across the sheets of his bed—


  The hand grabs his ear hard and twists.


  He howls, lurches up, swings a fist. A shadow steps out of its range.


  Click-click. The pull-cord of the lamp across the room.


  Minerva Bellbook stands by his bed. John Wesley Woodwine stands by the lamp.


  “You sonsabitches—” Mookie growls.


  “One week gone,” Minerva says. Pursing her lips. “Two weeks remain. Tick-tock, Mr. Pearl. The Equinox is coming. Your daughter will give her hand and her soul to the Candlefly family in exchange for freedom from Hell and meanwhile you sit here and sleep. Time is a carriage that does not stop for the likes or you or me, Mr. Pearl.”


  “Ennh,” Mookie says, propping himself up on the bed, rubbing his eyes.


  “What exactly have you been doing?” she asks. “You wanted the book, so go get the book.”


  “I’m working on it, Christ.”


  They don’t know where the book is. Not yet. Shaking down some random Mafiya thug isn’t going to get them anywhere—he won’t know squat, and since that thug will then run to his superiors to tell them exactly what’s going on, they’ll then pop a bullet into the back of Mookie’s brainpan. Lacey said she interfaced with a man named Fyodor Volodin. So it’s him they’re trying to scare up. This time with the offer of more Maro Mergos—the story being, they found missing pages, want to sell those, too. He’ll think it’s double-dipping. He won’t like it. But, Mookie hopes, he’ll show his face.


   “You’re not working fast enough,” John Wesley says, stepping forward.


  “I’m not on your timetable, I’m on mine.”


  “No,” Minerva says. “You are on the timetable of the Equinox. And on the timetable of how much Viridian we can—or choose—to give you.”


  John Wesley pleads with his hands, palms up. “Mookie. Forget the book and just do your magic. Take the plane ticket. Go out there to the West Coast tonight. March into the tunnels beneath LA, find your daughter, beat the blood and piss out of anybody who gets in your way, and drag her ass back here.”


  “No,” Mookie says. “You don’t get it. That’s not how this is gonna work. Any time I tried to make her do anything, I fuck it up. Nora’s got ten times the will I do. And where I’m strong? She’s clever. I gotta do this right. I gotta offer her something. This has gotta be her choice. Not one I make for her.”


  Minerva bristles. “We asked you to handle this because we like to believe that you’re invested. She is your daughter, about to be married to someone from a family you have dealt with... unkindly in the past. They are an enemy of ours as well as yours. But if you cannot get the job done, please believe that we will be more mercenary about it. It would be no thing at all to find someone willing to handle this for payment.”


  “Goddamnit, don’t you dare.”


  “Then get it done,” she snaps. “Because this is important.”


  “Why? Say she gets married. What’s the big fuckin’ deal?”


   Minerva pauses. “The big deal is that the world we live in has distinct boundaries. It is a world necessarily divided between the Great Below and the Infinite Above. It is man’s domain that cuts the line between these two, and cosmically, metaphysically, it is separated by a very thin membrane. An interstitial realm—a fontanelle of sorts like the soft spot of an infant’s head. Meant to stretch and accommodate growth and tumult within the bones, but also vulnerable to trauma. All our prophecies suggest that a marriage between a daemon and someone who has partaken of the Caput Mortuum would constitute such trauma. And such trauma could destroy that membrane. The worlds would come crashing together.”


  “So what?” Mookie asks. Rubbing the back of his head—the faint stubble rasping against his callused palm. “The monsters can already come up here. Humans can already go down there. Who gives a shit? What changes?”


  It’s Woodwine who speaks. He plucks a bottle from the floor—one of Mookie’s stash from the bar. Angel’s Envy bourbon. It sloshes as he gestures with it. “Look at it like this. The boundaries between, say, two states or two countries is largely invisible. You cross one you might not know unless there’s a sign telling you. Right? Just the same, there are laws. Laws that govern each space. You can buy liquor in one state on Sundays, but not in the other. Virginia lets you stick it to your cousin, but West Virginia will let you fuck a pig, long as you ask nice first. Different laws. Different currencies. Different customs, norms, traditions.”


  Miranda says, “Except these laws are metaphysical.”


  “Indeed.” Woodwine uncorks the bourbon with his teeth. Goonk. Takes a pull. “The monsters from the Deep Down? They don’t have much power up here. The sun hurts their eyes, particularly gobbo-eyes. They can’t feel the realm way they can down below. They have magic in that space. Goblins build a temple down there in the dark, it has real power. Up here, it’s just a collection of skulls and pillars. Worst of all? The Hungry Ones. The god-worms, they come up here, they’ll wither in the sun or die from a well-placed sidewinder missile right up the, ahem, wormhole. They’re weak in our space. Our kind made sure of that thousands of years ago. But that’s threatened now. The work we did. The laws we made. It gets undone, it’s Hell on Earth, Mookie.”


  “And like all apocalypses,” Minerva says, “it comes with a measure of physical disaster. Seas gone to blood, boiling over. The earth’s mantle trembling and cracking. Skies falling. Lava roiling. Disease. Starvation. All that ugly business.”


  Mookie sits over on the edge of the bed. Buries his face in his hands. His daughter: harbinger of the end? Does she even know? Would she care? It bothers him that he’s got to ask that question but there it is.


  While staring at the wall he says, “So handle it yourselves. Why would any of you even jump into this kinda marriage if it’s gonna knock over the whole house of cards?”


  “Time is long and memory distorts,” Minerva says.


  “Eight families,” Woodwine says. “One of them is gone. Wiped from the earth. The remaining seven don’t... agree on this point. Some of them think the prophecies are vague, uncertain, easily misinterpreted.”


  Minerva scoffs. “Pfah!”


  Woodwine continues. “And not all of them think the result would be so bad. The families have lost a lot of power over the years. Some of them have temporal power, but most are pushed to the fringes. There’s bitterness on their tongues—”


  “They believe they did the world a service so many eons and epochs ago and have never been paid properly for it,” Minerva says. “They are beginning to believe they made a mistake and wish again to make bargains with the dark.”


  “Lemme guess,” Mookie says. “That’s an idea put out by the Candlefly assholes.”


  “But not them alone at this point,” Woodwine says. “Three other families see opportunity here. And they’re trying to play to that opportunity.”


  Mookie turns. “I can do math. Seven families. Candlefly clan is starting it. Three see opportunity. That means three don’t. But there’s only two of you here.”


  “Our third... prefers to remain sheltered.”


  Woodwine mumbles, “Leaving us flapping out in the open like a wagging cock.”


  Minerva frowns. “Must you?”


  John Wesley shrugs.


  “Get out,” Mookie says. “Both of ya.”


  “Do not push us,” Minerva says. “Do not betray our trust. We will betray yours in return with but a blink of our eyes. Your daughter can be a casualty in this. So can you. So can anyone you care about.”


  Mookie starts popping knuckles.


  “Don’t forget, you need the Viridian we’re supplying you,” Woodwine says.


  “I said I’ll handle it, and I’ll handle it. Now get out.”


  “He needs his beauty sleep,” Woodwine snarks.


  Minerva huffs.


  And then they’re gone.


   


  *


   


  Hour later, the phone rings.


  It’s Werth. “We’re on,” the old goat says.


  “Fyodor?”


  “Fyodor.”


  “When and where?”


  “Sun-up. Underneath Riverside.”


  Shit. “The Freedom Tunnel?”


  “Yep.”


  “Well. Fuck.”


  “Well, fuck, indeed.”


  Werth tells him they need to meet before that. Get set up.


  Mookie goes and starts getting dressed. Sleep, it seems, is done and gone.


   


  *


   


  Riverside Park is pretty. It sits right along the east side of the city. In the spring and summer: flowering trees, concerts, roller skaters. In the fall and winter: sledding, Christmas lights, more concerts. Folks jogging. Readers reading. Kids playing.


  It’s what lurks below it that’s scary.


  Underneath Riverside runs the Freedom Tunnel.


  It was used for freight train transportation from the 1930s up until the mid-80s. They shut it down then, walled it off after the West Side Line stopped running, though Mookie heard other rumors: the West Side Line didn’t just stop running but something broke through the Tunnel and the train was dragged down into the dark. Might be just a story like some stories are.


  Either way, by the mid-90s, the place was a teeming shantytown. A hundred homeless living there in the dark, having broken into the closed-off tunnel by traveling the byways and boltholes of the Great Below. They set up tents and tin shacks. They had dogs. They fought and fucked. Mookie knew some of them well—some of them became his Mole Men. Men and women who went down into the dark and mined Blue for him. Then Amtrak forgot or dismissed the stories they’d heard and came in and bulldozed it all out, repainted all the graffiti, patched up all the holes.


  Trains run a few times a day now. And the tunnel’s open.


  But it’s still where people go when the trains aren’t scheduled. They go down there to buy drugs. Or sell ‘em. And some of the boltholes into the Deep Downstairs are still open if you know where to look.


  Fyodor picking that place means Fyodor isn’t all dumb. He knows the score. He knows what’s below their feet.


  It’s a dangerous place to meet.


  But it’s Mookie’s kind of danger.


   


  *


   


  “I should be handling this,” Mookie says. “I should be the one to meet him.”


  Lacey shakes her head as Werth clips a radio to her belt. “Fyodor doesn’t know you,” she says. “Or if he does, he’s gonna know something’s up. This has to go smooth.”


  Mookie’s chest rumbles with disapproval. “I say fuck that. I say I go down there and hide in the dark and soon as the rat pokes out his head I grab it and threaten to twist it off until he tells us who’s got the goddamn book.”


  “Uh-uh,” Skelly says. “You gotta stem that bleed, baby. We go down there start breaking fingers, he might talk, but then he either goes back and tells his buddies what’s up, or we kill him and then they figure it out anyway. And then they get a chance to warn whoever has the book and the whole damn clam closes up. But this way? We get him to give up some info, maybe we learn something.”


  “Fine,” he grouches.


  “Sun’s gonna rise,” Werth says.


  And they emerge from the shadows of Grant’s Tomb.


   


  *


   


  The park bench overlooks the river—well, it overlooks the Hudson Parkway, first, but there sits the river beyond. A gray, sluggardly channel of water. Just lighter than the dark that sits upon it like a black bird. Mookie and Skelly sit on the bench while Werth paces, the radio in his hand so they can listen in on Lacey. Skelly has her skates on. She occasionally rolls them on the asphalt below the bench. She pretends she’s solid as a rock but Mookie knows this is a nervous habit. She’s worried about Lacey.


  And it’s not just Lacey. The girl took two others with her—Black Petunia and Carrie Scaryskates. Carrie really is scary: she’s all firm jaw and permanent sneer, eyes squinting in a way that always looks like she doubts you, like she’s a disappointed parent or a distrustful girlfriend. Mookie can’t crack that nut. Petunia, though, she’s damn near the opposite. All smiles. Cheeks round and shining. She tells jokes, laughs, sings. Mookie likes her. She puts him at ease, somehow. Calming the monster inside.


  Together the three of them are down in the dark of the Freedom Tunnel.


  Mookie doesn’t like it. Got a feeling in his gut like someone’s pinching his intestines shut, like all manner of toxic sewage is starting to back up inside him.


  That might be a sign of something else, though.


  He grabs the tin of Viridian. Scoops out a little spoonful of the green dust, then unzips his jacket enough to go down under his collar and feed his heart. Skelly watches him, rapt. “The hell are you doing, sugar?”


  “Nothing,” Mookie says.


  “Feeding the beast,” is Werth’s answer.


  “Seriously, what is that?” she asks.


  “We’ll talk about it later. Sun’s coming up.”


  And it is. A red line at the horizon like spilling blood. Blood that turns to fire, fire that begins to grow and creep and stretch across the sky.


  The radio crackles. Lacey. “I see somebody.” Hiss, static, pop. Then, “It’s him.”


  Mookie hears a snippet of a song Petunia is singing. Can’t make out the words or the tune, really—just a songbird trill. Carrie mutters something.


  A distant voice. A man. Hard to make out. Sounds like a greeting.


  Up here, on the river, a garbage scow drifts across the river, its gray churn suddenly lit by fringes of gold from the coming sun.


  On the radio, Lacey: “Fyodor. Good to see you.”


  “You brought friends this time.” A Russian accent. Hard to hear. Mookie grabs Werth’s wrist, yanks him closer, so they can all listen in.


  Carrie: “We’re cool, dude.”


  Lacey: “They’re cool. It’s cool. You bring your guys, I bring my girls.”


  So Fyodor has backup, too.


  Fyodor: “Gang’s back together, eh? The Get-Them-Girls, yes?”


  Behind them, a quiet city begins to wake up. Distant horns honking. A fire siren. A swatch of music, booming bass, choom choom choom.


  Petunia: “You know it, brother.”


  Fyodor: “I am not your brother, bitch.”


  Mookie tightens. Skelly puts a steadying hand on his knee.


  Then, the Russian says, “What do you have for me?”


  Lacey: “Pages. From the book. Got torn out.”


  Fyodor: “Torn out. You tear them out? You scam me?”


  Shit. Mookie mumbles, “This isn’t working.”


  But then, Petunia, with her sweet song: “We ain’t scamming no one, honey. We’re offering you a service is all.”


  Lacey: “If you still have the book, we’ll give you the pages if you want them.”


  Fyodor: “Nothing is free.”


  He’s right. Nothing is. Free sounds as much of a scam as hey, we just “found” these pages, oops, now pay us for them. But Lacey knows, and she says, “I figure a favor for a favor. We do this for you. You tuck it away in your pocket, case we need it. Meanwhile, your buyer will be one happy pappy.”


  “Favor for a favor,” Fyodor says. “I like this deal.”


  Lacey: “So you still got the book, then. Your buyer’s gonna thank you.”


  Fyodor: “One problem, bitch.”


  Mookie stands. Hands go to fists.


  Fyodor: “The book is complete. No missing pages.”


  Mookie growls, “We gotta get down there.” But then he sees it. On the garbage scow passing by. A shine of sunlight trapped in a—


  A rifle barrel.


  Mookie barks a warning, grabs Skelly just as the rifle shot goes off—an echoing report over the river, rolling like thunder. Werth spins like a top, a jet of black blood from his shoulder, bleating like a kicked billy goat as he drops to his knee.


  Then: more gunfire.


  On the radio. From down in the tunnels.


  Skelly yells. Before Mookie can do anything, she’s up and on her skates, knees bent, body low. He yells after her as the rifle goes off again—


  Bark on a bony cherry tree kicks up as Skelly shoots past it.


  Mookie looks down to Werth, who waves him on. “I’m dead already, just go!”


  And he goes. Legs pumping. Heart going. He can practically feel the furnace that is his body gobbling up the green stuff but he can’t care. All he cares about is Skelly. But she’s already zipping ahead and he feels like a boulder slowly rolling—she’s on skates and he’s carrying all his bulk, boom, boom, boom. Feet on pavement. Heart piston-punching the inside of his breastbone. Another rifle shot. The asphalt kicks up just behind her skates—he sees the spray, the sparks, and then she’s jumping—


  Mid-air. From here to there. Toward the tracks. Toward the exit of the Freedom Tunnel. Knife out. Screeching like a Valkyrie as she leaps.


   


  *


   


  Werth winces. Pulls himself up behind the bench in case anybody decides to take another shot, finish him off. Being dead sucks, in particular because the pain doesn’t stop—the bullet tore through him, but it still burns like a motherfucker.


  He presses himself against the back of the bench.


  He peels up his sleeve, all the way to the bicep. Still can’t get at it so he tears fabric to expose the wound.


  There. A hard furrow through his dead flesh. Dark blood welling up slow like blackstrap molasses. The blood moves. Something beneath it.


  A thing like a fat leech pushes up its head, birthed from the goop.


  A little tendril. A tentacle. It squirms, licking the air.


  Werth growls. Tries to shove it back into its hole, then wads up the ripped shirt and stuffs it into the wound. “Not right now,” he tells it. “Fuck off.”


   


  *


   


  Mookie crests the hill, looks down over the tunnel’s top—


  Skelly’s got a man down on the tracks. She’s got him by a fistful of hair at the back of his head. She yanks it back. Slams it forward. Back. Forward. Again. Mashing his head into the tracks. Is that him? Is that Fyodor?


  Then he sees the three other men.


  Running up. Behind her.


  Submachine guns up.


  “No!” Mookie yells, and leaps, but he fears he’s too late.


   


  *


   


  Her girls. Her girls. She put them in danger and now they’re dead. Lacey. Petunia. Carrie. This is all a circle, a snake coiling around a gravestone in order to bite its own tail. She’s mad at herself. Mad at Mookie.


  But most of all, she’s mad at the man underneath her.


  She leapt. An act of faith. And there he was. Beneath her. She landed just behind him, close enough to catch and tackle. He dropped and she clambered up onto his back. And now she’s got him. Slamming his head into the gravel between the tracks.


  I could pulp him like an orange, she thinks. For killing her girls. Another voice tells her, But we need him. And yet, she doesn’t care. It’s like knowing you shouldn’t have another bite of cake, another sip of wine, another smear of the Blue stuff. But knowing and caring aren’t the same thing.


  It’s then, though, that she hears.


  Boots crunching behind her. His men. She knew they were coming but, again—


  Didn’t care.


  One of them yells in Russian.


  Then the ground shakes and a gun goes off—an ear-splitting chatter, a firecracker pop—and all around her stones kick up and dance. But the pattern is erratic, which means these guys are either horrible shots or—


  She turns. Looks.


  Mookie.


  He’s behind one gunman—a reedy, bony Russian with a chin like a pig’s hoof. Mookie’s big hand wraps around the top of his head as the gun aims wild—now chattering bullets upward, shooting clouds. Mookie spins the head. The neck breaks.


  The other two men start firing. But Mookie’s already turning. Using the bony Cossack as a meat shield. Red flowers bloom on sallow Russian flesh.


  Then Mookie charges. Still holding the corpse.


  He batters one. A flabby fuck who flies backward, smacking his head on one of the rails. Skelly can feel the vibration beneath her.


  The other, a muscle-head with hair spiked in a clumsy faux-hawk, roars and gives up trying to get in a shot, instead barrels forward like a train.


  Mookie drops his meat shield.


  Throws a punch. One punch.


  The Musclehead’s glass jaw stays still while his legs keep going. Suddenly he’s gone vertical. Dropping flat on his back, blasting air noisily from his lungs. Mookie drops on top of him with one knee, then delivers a final piston punch that maybe knocks the guy out, maybe just kills him, Skelly doesn’t know. She doesn’t give a rat’s ass. All she cares about is that she’s free now to do this.


  She yanks back Fyodor’s head.


  Brings the knife to his throat.


  Mookie cries out, “No! We need him.”


  “He killed my girls,” she hisses through clamped teeth.


  She’s a thirsty girl now, with only Fyodor’s blood to slake it. The knife against the man’s throat—it wouldn’t take much. Her knife is sharp. She keeps it that way. A twist of muscle, almost involuntary, would open him up. Pop his top like a Pez dispenser.


  But Mookie’s voice, soft and clear, says, “Then don’t waste it by wasting him.”


  And that stops her.


  “Fine,” she says, tears burning hot at the edges of her eyes.


  On the river, the garbage scow has floated downriver.


  In the distance, sirens. Coming closer.


  “We gotta move,” he says.


  “Where?”


  “Get him up. And follow me.”


   


  *


   


  They move into the tunnel. Mookie’s hobbling. He landed on his ankle wrong. Didn’t break it, but it twisted. Putting pressure on it sends a spiral of pain up his leg like a choking vine. Together they carry Fyodor into the dark—Mookie’s got his feet, Skelly his arms. Fyodor mumbles, moans. His face looks like steak that hasn’t rested: bloody, wet, rent. Fuck him.


  All around them rise the graffiti left over from the Moles: iconography of the Deep Downstairs on full display. Sigils from gobbo temples. Cartoony dudes with headphones and eyes glowing blue. Shadowy reaper-shapes that call to mind the Vollrath.


  Ahead—


  Something moves.


  Mookie turns, sees Skelly hears it, too. Together they set Fyodor down—


  Just as Lacey calls to them.


  “Help me,” she says.


  And here she staggers out of shadow. A spreading red across her middle.


   


  *


   


  Mookie knows the old boltholes and this one’s still in place. They creep in through a crack behind a couch turned vertical. They wind through tight spaces, into the Shallows of the Great Below. Soon as they’re far enough in, Mookie pulls a couple red flares from Skelly’s bag, pops them off, tosses them into the dark in either direction. The walls here are just rock, pulled apart in a tectonic shear. Water drips.


  “You handle him,” Mookie says to Skelly, referencing Fyodor. “I got Lacey.”


  “But, how—”


  “Later.”


  He props Lacey up against the wall, gentle as his big mitts can manage.


  “The other two are dead,” Lacey stammers. “He just... he just... they had guns...” Suddenly her jaw tightens. “The bastards!”


  “Shut up,” Mookie says. “Stay still. I’m gonna lift your shirt. That okay?”


  She swallows hard and nods.


  He starts to lift it. Her middle is smeared with dark blood. The red flare glare shines across the wetness. Mookie pulls the tin of Viridian. He’s not really sure how this works, but fuck it, what choice does he have? He cups his hand, dumps some into the middle of his palm—enough to form a small dune of the green stuff. Then he quick presses it to the bullet wound. Lacey screams. Writhes. The wound foams.


   


  *


   


  “Bitch,” Fyodor groans.


  Skelly grabs his wrist, pins it against the rock.


  Then she takes her knife and rocks the blade against his thumb, same way you might cut a clove of garlic. The tip pops off, rolls away. Fyodor screams.


  “You need to tell me what you know,” she hisses.


  “Your gang is done. We are moving against all you little—” And here he says something in Russian, a word she doesn’t know, petisay or petite-say. “We are organizing. Like Zoladski did. But not everybody gets to come to the table—”


  She cuts another inch off his thumb. Now only a stub left.


  Over his howls, she says, “Cut the gas, dickhead. That’s a whole other can of worms. I wanna know about the book. The Maro Mergos. Who has it?”


  “Who has it? Fuck you.” Said through bubbling spit.


  She presses the knife against the nub of his thumb. “No more hitch-hiking with this hand—”


  “Wait! Wait. We have it. We still have the book.”


  “Nobody took it?”


  “The buyer is coming. Five days. Five days!”


  “Where are you keeping the book?”


  “Little Odessa. Kolbasnaya Restaurant.”


  “Who? Who is the buyer?”


  He spits on her. It spatters against her cheek.


  It’s too much. She sticks the knife in his middle. He gurgles, gassy. His eyes go empty, like dead televisions. Then Fyodor is done, gone, kaputski.


   


  *


   


  Back at Mookie’s bar, they have Lacey sleeping across a booth. She’s curled up like a baby in a crib. Breathing deep.


  Skelly stands over her. “She’s going to be all right, isn’t she?”


  Mookie nods. Because she is. The wound isn’t healed, not all the way. But it’s closed up. Still pink, ragged, but the flesh isn’t hot to the touch. Mook knows the signs of infection: the red tendrils underneath the skin. Like fingers, reaching. This isn’t that. The girl will have a scar. A little part of him thinks, Well, you deserve it.


  Skelly seems to know what he’s thinking. “You saved her. You didn’t have to.”


  Mookie grunts. Gives a half-shrug of his big boulder shoulders.


  “You’re one of the good ones, hun.”


  He barks a half-laugh. “I ain’t a good guy. Good guy looks down at her, is glad he did what he did. I look down at her and think about what a rube I am.” Using some of his Viridian on her? The girl who left him to die? What’s he got, dumbbells in his head? “I look down at her and I’m still pissed. Still think, if she dies, maybe I don’t shed a tear.”


  “It’s all right to be mad at her. I’m still pissed, too. Leaving you like that. That’s part of why I roped her into all this. She had a debt and I aimed to make her pay it.”


  Mookie sniffs. “See, that’s what makes us bad guys. We do the right thing, it’s on accident, or because the right thing just so happens to be the selfish thing. I don’t wanna save the world. I wanna save my kid. The world can go fuck itself.”


  “Mook, sugar, you don’t have to—”


  “Nah, it’s fine,” he says. Big underbite jaw chewing on nothing but his own guilt, spite, and rage. “I’m good with being a bad guy. Because bad guys get shit done while the good guys hang back like fucking pussies.”


  Skelly laughs. “Watch your tongue, big fella. Woman’s pussy’s a lot tougher than a man’s balls. Those dangly things of yours are like over-ripe plums. Our lady-caves are meant to withstand birth. We’re pretty much bulletproof down below.”


  He shrugs. “Fair enough. Let’s assume I mean cat when I mean pussy.”


  “Let’s assume.” She runs a hand up his arm. Fingers turning inward, nails gently raking the meat of his bicep. “Here’s to being bad guys, then.”


  He turns toward her. She presses herself against him.


  “Here’s to it,” he agrees.


  Her hand slides to the hem of his jeans. Thumbs circling the button there. His body tightens. Muscles against his own skin. His heart—the one that’s not all his anymore—starts thudding like the hooves of wild horses across the hard earth.


  “You can watch your tongue with me anytime,” she says. Licking her lips. And that’s all it takes. The wall damming up the waters cracks like a thundershot and suddenly she’s on her tip-toes and he’s bending down and their mouths meet and teeth crush together and lips hungrily devour other lips. He picks her up. Sets her down on one of the bar tables. His belt clatters open under expert fingers. He hooks her pants with a pair of thumbs, doesn’t even bother with the buttons, just starts hiking them down as the two of them growl and gasp and try to consume one another—


  “You open?”


  Mookie spooks, stepping back. Skelly hops, starts hiking her pants back up.


  Werth stands at the door. Leering. “Guess you are open,” he says.


  “Goddamnit,” Mookie says. Running a hand along his sweat-slick scalp.


  Skelly puts a hand back on his hip. “Later,” she says in a small voice.


  Werth hobbles into the room. As he passes by Mookie, he taps the dangling belt with the back of his hoof-nailed hand. “Buckle up, buttercup.”


  “Fuck you, goat.”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Werth says. “I notice nobody invited me to this party.”


  “Hey,” Skelly protests, thrusting an angry finger. “We tried to find you.”


  “You were gone,” Mookie snarls.


  “I got shot. I didn’t wanna get shot again. I went to ground.” He licks that dead tooth of his. “You saying you don’t trust me now?”


  “Should we?” she asks.


  Mookie answers that question: “No. We shouldn’t.”


  Werth’s smile freezes, but any pretense of mirth dies there on his face. “I suppose that’s a fair assessment. I wouldn’t trust me either. Awfully convenient, me coming back like this. Dead goat walking. Showing up just when you need me. Disappearing when the shit hits the fan. I get that. But you’ll see. I’m in. I’m here to help you, not hurt you.”


  “We’ll see,” Mookie says.


  “You learn anything?” Werth asks.


  Mookie and Skelly look at each other. Both almost invisibly shrug.


  “Yeah,” Skelly says. “I got something.”


  She tells the story. Fyodor. The girls. Lacey. And she tells him what they learned: a restaurant called Kolbasnaya. In Little Odessa—which is to say, the Russian neighborhood within Brighton Beach. “It’s there. The book.”


  “How do we get it?” Werth asks.


  “We have five days to steal it,” Mookie answers.


  “So, you’re thinking heist.”


  “Not my strong suit. But yeah.”


  “I can like a heist. That could work for me, sure, sure.” He winks one eye as if in thought. “Like the Murray Hill job.”


  “Uh-huh. Gonna have to call in some favors,” Mookie says. “If they’re keeping the book there, you can be sure it’s not just sitting on a fucking counter back there in the kitchen. Probably in a safe. Probably protected.”


  “Five days ain’t a long time to plan and perform.”


  Mookie shrugs. “We got what we got.”


  “Let’s plan this thing,” Werth says.


  They get to work.


   


  *


   


  It’s midnight by the time Werth rolls back into the city. He takes the train from Jersey to Penn Station. His old apartment is gone, rented out—but he hasn’t been gone that long, and he’s still a guy who knows a guy. Who he knows is a landlord named Flores, an El Salvadoran he quietly erased from Zoladski’s shit-list way back when. Flores had taken some Blue from a couple of thugs that got dead in a tussle with the Majestic Immortals—just stole it off the bodies like a magpie—and Zoladski wanted the debt of that act paid in blood. Werth saw an opportunity to make a friend, so he took it.


  Now he’s glad he did. The Organization is gone, but Flores? Flores remains.


  Flores has an apartment building. A holdout from all the gentrified bullshit going on here—a real doghouse compared to some of the nicer buildings going up in the vacant lots. He said he had a room, and so Werth is living there, rent-free, until everything is done and his time outside the Deep Downstairs is game over.


  He unlocks the door. Catches the first whiff of cat piss—no cats in this apartment, but someone must have had a fucking herd of cats in this place, cats with poor piss-control because they sprayed the place down like it was on fire. Werth hobbles inside.


  A dead man sits on his bed.


  A dead man in red robes. A dead man without skin.


  The hood is pulled down. Rumpled around blood-slick shoulders.


  “Oh,” Werth says. “Goody.”


  “The work is not done,” the Skinless hisses.


  “Who the fuck are you? I know you? You guys have names or what?”


  “We have no names. We need no names. We are squires in service to the Skinless King—”


  “I’m not much of a history buff, but I seem to recall squires are in service to knights, and knights are in service to kings. Something like that.”


  “We are squires—”


  “Jesus, fuck, I heard ya. Tell Oakes it’s fine.”


  The man’s throat pulses and shudders like a frog’s throat during a croak. The man’s nose shifts, as if something from inside is moving it—like he’s being puppeted. And he is. The hand of the puppeteer emerges as the cultist’s jaw creaks open, bones cracking—black, slick tentacles emerge. Waggling about like a serpent’s tongue tasting the air. Werth feels his own inhabitant squirming inside. Sliding around his heart. Slithering up his ribcage, playing it like a xylophone. His dead guts move aside. His shoulder wound—now healed, mostly—pulses and threatens to erupt.


  Pain shoots through him. Not just physical pain. But something deeper. His mind recounts a host of miseries. One memory in particular: he’s ten years old and his father is drunk (again), holding him down on the couch (again), pinning his arms and telling him in gory, brutal detail exactly what it was like when Werth’s own mother died on the operating table. When Werth lived, a “squalling little shitbabby,” and his mother died in a gush of blood and waste—her torn open by hooves and horns she couldn’t even see. Papa didn’t know Werth was a monster, not really, but he called him one anyway. As if he could sense it. Once in a while the old man’s nose wrinkled up like he could smell the musk coming off him, the goaty, heady stink...


  Suddenly, the memory recoils. As if dragged away back into the dark.


  Werth drops to one knee. His hip throbs with pain. The memory of a bullet.


  “I said—” He bleats, then clears his throat. “I said it’s fine.”


  “Pearl is not to get that book.”


  “He won’t. He won’t. I’ll make sure of it.”


  “Do not disappoint your King.”


  And then the Skinless stands, lifts its hood, and leaves the room. Silent as a breeze sliding along a wall.
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  The daemon families have their divergent purposes. Bloodlines with inherent drive reinforced by years of repetition and expectation. The Woodwines are isolated; masters of the wilds, the fringes, the borders. The Bellbooks are prophets, magicians, ritualists. Those of the Gravehorse are the arbiters of the memories of the dead, historians and record-keepers. (And necromancers, to boot.) Hogstooth are gluttons, plain and simple: beast-masters and brutes. The Wormsong are madmen. Deranged, dangerous, a mirror broken into a thousand shards. The Glasstowers are masters of power, temporal power: money and politics. They are greedy and capable rulers and they do not rule merely by default but by millennia of talent—a blade sharpened to a soul-splitting edge. The Candlefly clan have long claimed to be the power behind the throne: manipulators and assassins, but too many treacheries against the Glasstower establishment have put them on the outs. As for the Lambskey—they were too good to live. Too noble, too virtuous, to nest in the branches of this blighted tree. They have been gone from this world for a long time, and will remain so until all collapses again into chaos.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Ernesto Candlefly hangs by his feet.


  He has no borders, no margins. Everything is consciousness and all his consciousness is pain. That pain is loud, a lighthouse beacon burning awareness of anything else to cinders and char. He is a broadcast signal of anguish. A bonfire seen for a thousand miles.


  The creatures of the dark taunt him. Gray shapes down in the gloom. Goblinfolk hissing. Pelting him with wet shit. Spearing milk-spiders with sticks, thrusting them upward—the blind arachnids doing the only thing they know to do, which is to squirm and skitter and bite, bite, bite. The venom goes through him again and again. His body seizes. Everything feels like he’s birthing a thousand kidney stones through every hole he has. Like his bowels are kinking and his heart is going from grape to raisin. He vomits the venom up and then it begins anew as another pack of gobbos comes to taunt him.


  Day, night, week, month, time drags, loses meaning.


  The dark whispers. The god-worms send their hate.


  Snakefaces creep along. Emerging from stone, invisible, then seen.


  They remind him of his failure. That, a far greater pain than any.


  Sometimes he dreams. Or hallucinates, maybe. He sees his wife, Renata. His two children, Oscar, Adelina. Oscar with his spit-slick hair—that little curl that hooks the space above his eyebrows. Adelina with her dark brows and beautifully cruel smile. Renata tells him again and again how she is not his wife anymore. How she is again a Glasstower. Then she slits the children’s throats with a crystal blade and he has to watch them bleed out. Again and again, over and over, as the shadows laugh.


  His body withers. His hands are arthritic claws. His skin suctioned tight to atrophied muscle and narrow bone. His teeth clack. His nails scrape at the walls and break. The rope above creaks and complains. He cackles and weeps.


  And then the day comes that all that ends.


  The day comes that everything seems to fall away as he is brought back up out of the hole, back into the church, and out into the light once more.


   


  *


   


  He shivers underneath the blanket. The jet hums. Outside, blue skies carry clouds that look like wisps of stuffing plucked from a child’s bear. He can’t stop looking at them. His forehead against the glass. The sound of the plane carried through the hinge of his jaw, through his skull, into the deep of his ears.


  A hand on his arm. He cries out and pulls away. Coward, he thinks to chide himself. Standing there is the woman. Aurora Candlefly. One of the family, but one he does not know well. Young. Pretty. Hair the color of straw, straight like a garden waterfall. She looks soft, gentle, as cooling and calming as a puddle of milk. Her voice is that way, too: it’s easy, comforting. But he can hear what hides behind her voice, too: a whetted edge, glass from a broken mirror, a commanding cruelty.


  She is, after all, a Candlefly.


  He thinks for a moment what that would have been like: to teach his two children what it takes to be a member of the family. To whet their blades. Preparing them for the world would be cruel and it’s no longer his job—


  It’s hers. Renata. Which means she will not raise them as Candlefly but, rather, as Glasstower. Of course, the Glasstowers won’t care for them because they’re his children, tainted by that “treacherous Candefly blood,” one of them will say.


  His children must rise above it.


  That will whet their blades, he thinks.


  That, or snap them in half.


  He shudders and barely contains a sob.


  Aurora sits. “How is the blanket?”


  “Where are we going?”


  “You haven’t touched your meal. Or the cocktail.” In front of him is a plate of food. Veal sweetbreads and a knuckle, like from Santceloni. Saffron rice. A small bounty of vegetables lining the edge of the plate. Beyond the plate itself is a martini, but coming off it is a whiff of something. Sherry. Palo cortado sherry. Instead he grabs for the water bottle, and crushes it in his hand as he swallows another mouthful. The hand that grabs it is no longer skeletal. The flesh, though, remains striated with stretch marks. And his muscles, while already healing, are weak. The doctor, Guillermo, said they will not return to full strength, not easily, not without effort. Ernesto wept in the man’s arms.


  “I want to know where we are going,” he insists.


  “In due time.”


  “I am your better,” he says. “I have sway—”


  “You have nothing,” she says, her tone as sweet as condensed milk, but her words as bitter as burned orange peel. “You betrayed the family and so you are paria.”


  Outcast.


  “Then why... why have you taken me out of the dark. Why am I here?”


  She simply smiles, then says, “Please eat.”


  Then Aurora gets up and is gone.


  He thinks to go after her, but weakness roots him to his chair.


  He cries himself to sleep.


   


  *


   


  The plane descends. Outside, darkness. A smear of lights that end at an ocean. He is suddenly terrified. Fear crawls through him like a hundred cankerpedes. He imagines the wheels snapping off. The plane nosediving into the tarmac. The shrieking of metal and the welder’s rain of sparks and then everything broken apart in fire and death, his body rent to atoms, his blood painting the blackened fuselage, the—


  Aurora taps him. The engine idles. The plane is on the ground.


  “Welcome to Los Angeles,” she says.


   


  *


   


  They drive south in a black car. Through the abominable traffic of this city. A long stretch of parking lot, this highway. Aurora sits next to him in the back. Saying nothing. Sometimes he asks, “Why here? What’s here?” but the most she’ll say is, “Sit back, enjoy being out, Ernesto.” Then that soft smile, which he now knows is pedantic, dismissive, placating.


  They take an exit.


  The sun starts to come up.


  They find a small dingy parking lot overlooking the Pacific. They get out. Aurora instructs him to take off his shoes, socks, and roll up his pant legs. He protests, asks why. “Where are we going? What is all this?” He feels like he’s going mad. Like this is some new level of his dreamworld, some profoundly detailed nightmare where he’ll awaken once more hanging there in the open mouth of Hell.


  “You’re meeting someone,” she says.


  And then she hops a small wire fence and begins to descend.


  Ernesto thinks, I could run. An absurd idea, fleeing his own family. But his soul feels like a roach afraid of the light; he just wants to scurry away.


  But he doesn’t. He finds resolve and draws it up like water from a well.


  Then he follows after, nesting his socks in his shoes and carrying them along. Down a steep trail. Wildflowers alongside. A crag of rocks way down below, brown seals lounging. Aurora occasionally looks back after him. He can see the disdain on her face. The great Ernesto Candlefly, reduced to trembling bird legs and little yelps.


   


   *


   


  A sea cave, or cove, carved out of craggy stone. Calling to mind a frog’s mouth. Tidepools gather. Jellyfish plop about. Hermit crabs crawl. Aurora stands at the fore of the cave and stops, and extends her arm to Ernesto as if to say, Continue on without me.


  And so he does.


  That’s when he sees. There, in the shadows of the back of the cave—before it turns, before it becomes a dripping tunnel that disappears under the rock—is a small bistro-table. Two chairs. One occupied by a face he knows.


  Nora Pearl.


  She isn’t alone. Two others are with her.


  One is a burned up little hot dog of a man in a jumpsuit, his one arm duct taped to the wrist. Candlefly recognizes him, though he doesn’t know why.


  Two is a massive shape. A golem, by the look of it. White cloak soaked halfway up with seawater. Standing there in a brackish brine-pool. His eyes shine.


  “I hoped we could time this out for sunset,” Nora calls to him, “but looks like that’s not an option. Still, it’s nice to see the sea, the sky, the everything.”


  He swallows hard and tries to stand up tall, tries to put forth some sense of command, some kind of controlled majesty, but even as he walks he realizes he looks like a child pretending—the attempt is inelegant. Clumsy, even.


  “Sit,” she says.


  “Why?” he asks.


  “Because we have things to discuss.”


  He looks back at Aurora, as if to ask, Is this a joke?


  But her smile is placid and placating.


  Ernesto sits.


  “I can’t imagine what we can discuss,” he says.


  Nora leans forward. Her pallor is nearly colorless. She’s been living in the dark. “I remember the beach as a kid,” she tells him.


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah. Did the Long Island beaches, usually, but they aren’t much to look at. One time we took an honest-to-god family vacation with my mom and dad. We went to... Ocean City, I think it was. Or maybe near that? Margate. I think it was Margate. And I remember being on this little playground in the sand: see-saw, jungle gym, swing-set. They had one of those... spinny things. I don’t know if anyone calls it a carousel but we called it a carousel. And my dad wasn’t really happy about being all beachy but we were having fun at the playground while my mom watched, and for that one moment everything was great. It was like we were a real family. Then we got on the spinny thing and he spun me good, faster and faster with those big arms of his—and I flew off. I was in a bathing suit, maybe ten years old at the time, and I hit the sand and got this wicked brush-burn on my shoulders and one arm. Raw, red. Bled a little. And holy hell did my parents fight that night. So much so that he broke the screen door on the house we were renting. He left, went back to the city. We stayed. Great trip turned miserable.” She appears to lean back, draw in the sea air through her nose. “You like the beach?”


  “I am from the beach,” he says. “Mallorca is home to some of the most beautiful beaches in the world. The beach is like pulverized crystal. The sea is like...” He hesitates. “No comparison is meaningful, no metaphor there to capture the blue it offers. It is the comparison—the Platonic ideal of itself. But—but—that was not my preference. My preference was the pebble beaches of Sa Calobra. Massive cliffs. Hard rocks. No beach for resting, for families. A place where hard earth met shimmering water. Chaos and order. Erosion and eternity. I had a boat there.” He had a woman there, too. And a small house. And a little grill he would drag out onto the pebbles—


  Suddenly, he’s pulled from his reverie.


  Suspicion retakes him.


  “Why?” he asks, sharply. “Why talk to me of beaches?”


  “Because we need a little common ground,” she says. “And everybody loves the beach, Ernie.”


  Ernie. Pfah. The manipulative little bitch.


  Still. Common ground? The two of them? Interesting. “I always thought were we kindred spirits,” he says. That is not a lie. “Two daggers hoping to slide between the other’s ribs. I underestimated you back there. In New York.”


  “To your regret, I assume.”


  “Oh, yes. To my regret. I thought you were controllable. A torch flame I could hold in my hand and wave about. But you weren’t that, were you? You were never fire. You were electrical current. A sharp lick of lightning. I could not contain you.”


  “No.”


  “But! I also underestimated your compassion.”


  That stings her. Interesting. He can see it in her face, her wrinkled nose. Twitch of the lips. That word gives her grave distaste.


  “Oh?” she asks.


  “For your father. I thought you hated him.”


  “I did. But family is a powerful thing.”


  He nods. “I agree.”


  “Cool. More common ground. We’re gonna need it.”


  “And why is that?”


  “Because you’re going to find me a husband.”


  He blinks. Laughs, which hurts his frail body. “I confess that the absurdity of the joke amuses me, but I don’t quite grasp the punchline itself—”


  “No joke, no punchline. I am married to Hell. And I want a divorce. The only way I get this whole shit-show annulled is if I find another spouse—and this one has to be from one of the demon families. The benefit extends in the opposite direction: if I marry one of your kind, not only can I come out into the light, but my husband can also go down into the dark. We both become horses with free rein.”


  He extends his withered arms. “You could marry me.”


  Behind him, gulls squawk and shriek.


  “I’d rather marry a moray eel.”


  “Yes. Well.” He sighs. “I have questions, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  “Why our family? You have others from which to choose.”


  She hesitates. “At first? Laziness. I didn’t know the others. I knew yours. I needed a name and I had one. There have been other suitors in my short time here. But I’ve learned something real interesting. Your family? Once had power. And now that power is trickling like piss from an incontinent old man. You have something to gain. And I have something to offer. Simple.”


  “Why me, then?”


  “Same answer. You’re on the outs in a family at the fringe. You’re the farthest-flung star from the center of a very scary galaxy. They hate you. Did you know that? They do. They were very, very eager to leave you down in the dark.”


  “And how is that good for you?”


  “Because you’ll want to be an ally to them. But they won’t let you. You are weak with them, but you want to be strong. That’s what it all hinges on, Ernie. This will force you to be an ally of mine because being an ally of mine is the only way to get this thing done. And when it’s done, your family will have the first daemon to be able to descend down into the lightless realm. The first one who won’t feel pain upon stepping into the dark. Which is, really, what you wanted all along, wasn’t it?”


  He doesn’t answer. He’s almost afraid to. This girl has him pinned to the ground like a mouse in a trap: spine snapped, legs dead. For a moment he feels again like he’s hanging by his heel while monsters haunt the dark beneath him. But then the breezes comes in—warm and cool at the same time, the smell of salt air, carrying with it a broken snippet of someone laughing somewhere.


  “You have my help,” he says.


  “Good,” she says. “Now let’s talk about what I’m looking for in a hubby.”


   


  


  24


   


  Nine major hells: New York City. Paris. Mexico City. Beijing. London. Derinkuyu. Jerusalem. Pang Mapha. Tokyo. Of the minor hells, there are endless—one count had it at roughly 1,029, but truly, any subterranean location is a gateway into the Great Below and thus can be counted as one of the minor hells. From Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan to Cheyenne Mountain to beneath Giza. The earth’s crust is riddled with tunnels chewed by time, and water, and by the god-worms themselves. The city of Los Angeles, where the end times began, is no different: another minor hell, this one with great significance.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Los Angeles is a city that lays out, asphalt sprawling like a poolside model, skin warming under the bronze sun as water laps nearby. It’s a city that’s mostly above-ground: exposed for what it is, all its sins seemingly dragged out into the light, nothing to hide here but for the make-up caking actors’ faces, the cosmetic surgery redecorating their bodies—all shared lies, lies that are understood, accepted, and expected.


  That is itself a lie.


  The City of Angels is home to a secret underground. A labyrinth of old sins. Prohibition tunnels once used to run liquor, now used to run drugs. Closed off subway tunnels where madmen and prophets dwell. Old equestrian tunnels the corrupt police use to interrogate criminals (or “criminals”), move money, hide guns, hide bodies, have parties. Old footpaths lined with concrete carved with the names of dead men.


  Those are the Shallows of Los Angeles. Beneath that lie the city’s Tangle—a dangerous concatenation of passageways. A maze with pathways that shift thanks to the tectonic movements—rocks shouldering into rocks, closing passages, opening chasms. Oil drips down below. Not much Blue in the walls. A good bit of Red, shot through the rock like powdered magma. Gobbos and Snakefaces and other creatures unique to the area: blackback butterflies, gorge-ants, pox-gulls, and even a few packs of mangy, half-blind coyotes.


  Nora doesn’t care about the Tangle. She got here via the Shallows, and that’s where she’s going to stay. Anything else puts her at risk, and risk is not an option.


  Right now she sits at a table in the back of the Lupercal—a bar carved out of rock and concrete beneath downtown Los Angeles. Trendy to those in the know. A safe place—safe being relative—for monsters and freaks, mole men and addicts. The broken dreams that end up in the gutters above seem to wash down here. Over there, under the big, dim bulbs, she spies some actress she’s seen in bit part on TV years ago. Talking to some has-been male model in last year’s lines. A Snakeface haunts the dark, near the fishtank, in full serpent—slithering limbs and tentacles fingers slowly working the air like the fronds of a sea anemone. A pair of gobbos hangs by the big fans—the ones that help bring fresh air in and out of this place—playing checkers with little pucks carved from human bones. Nora wonders if the humans down here know what’s around them. Blue seems hard to get here. No Blue means no way to see what monsters dwell nearby, watching, thirsting, waiting.


  Nora doesn’t need Blue anymore, of course.


  Burnsy sits down, slides a stemless cocktail glass over to her. Her tongue pushes the swirl of orange peel out of the way and she sips. Bitter. Herbal. Red like blood. The Negroni hits the spot, and she lifts the glass. The bartender, a Half-and-Half woman named Kinsey Sage, her midnight hair in a peacock plume topknot, winks and gives a thumb’s up. The bar at which Sage stands is a long black board—a chalkboard, actually, so patrons can write their orders where they sit—propped up on the backs of several wolf statues, each with sculptures of human children suckling at the lupine teats.


  Blue iridescent feathers poke out from her collar and from beneath her sleeves. Kinsey kisses the air. Nora does the same in return.


  Burnsy plunks a beer bottle down, noisily sucks some foam off the rim. Slurrrrrrp. He sees he has an audience, so he waggles his shiny tongue.


  “Sexy, I know,” he says, then leans back and drinks. He looks over to Hrothk, who sits impassive as a stone pillar. Burnsy snaps fingers in front of him. “Hey, you sure you didn’t want anything?”


  “Do they have mineral oil?”


  “Do they—what? No. I’m not asking that.”


  The golem shrugs, almost imperceptibly.


  Burnsy exhales. “So, ehhh. Candlefly.”


  “Ernesto Candlefly,” she says.


  “I still think he’s a mistake. He’s gonna try to fuck you over.”


  “You’re right,” she says.


  “Whuh?”


  “He’s going to try to betray me at some point because that’s who he is. The scorpion always stings the frog. Except I’m not a frog. I’m another scorpion. And I’m bigger and better at being a scorpion. His opportunities to betray me are nearly zero. He has nothing to hold over me. Nothing to take away from me. Meanwhile, at any point I can take his power away from him. I can send him back to whatever hole they fished him out of, and he’ll get no part of what’s to come.”


  “You’re cocky,” Burnsy says.


  “I’m just ready. Ready to be done with all this.”


  “That your plan? Get married, go live a life?”


  She sips at the bitter gin drink. The rim is cold against her lips. “Get married, get the hell out of Hell, then go lie on a beach for the next ten years.”


  “Watch out for skin cancer,” Burnsy warns. Then winks with a glistening eyelid. “What about your husband-to-be?”


  “He can do what he likes. He can bang goblins, snort Red, die happy, die miserable. Don’t know. Don’t care.” She shrugs. “Whoever he is, his life will be his own. I don’t intend to be in it, nor will he probably intend to keep me—”


  “Incoming,” Hrothk says. Then lifts his craggy chin.


  Approaching the table is a tall, handsome woman in a white blouse, blue skirt, platinum hair in a long braid that encircles her neck. She sits without being invited. She has the look of a praying mantis about her. A slight lean forward. Hands clasped. Despite the placid smile, Nora gets the impression this chick will try to bite her head off given a half-second’s opportunity.


  Nora asks, “What?”


  “I’m Adalyn Avery,” she says, offering a hand—a soft, ill-earned gesture. The hand tilts down like a drooping flower, like the bent neck of a sad swan.


  “And you just sat down at our table,” Nora says, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Um, ew. Rude.”


  The woman says nothing. As stone-faced as Hrothk.


  Hrothk says, “Her eyes. They glitter.”


  And they do. Nora missed that. Little flecks in the corneas, like fool’s gold—pyrite—in dark rock. She doesn’t know what that means, and doesn’t feel real awesome about demonstrating her ignorance, so she shuts up. She’s thankful the Trogbody jumps in.


  “She’s kept. By the daemon families. A familiar for—” He pauses. “Avery, you said. The Glasstowers, then.”


  The woman tilts her head as if to doff an imaginary cap. “Very good.”


  “I don’t know if you’re the dog or the pony in this show,” Nora says, “but you’d best get to giving me your spiel. Though I’ll warn you: I’ve heard it. I’ve gotten letters and emails and videos from most of the other families at this point. And gifts! So many gifts. The Hogstooth one was... the most interesting.”


  “It was a bottle of moonshine and a jar of pickled pig hooves,” says Burnsy. “Which I drank and I ate since she didn’t want ‘em.” He urps from the beer.


  “And yet,” Nora continues, “while I did get a very nice letter from the Glasstower family, I received no gift. Are you here to bring me one?”


  “My presence is a gift,” the woman says, utterly straight-faced.


  “How fancy. Such radiance. I am a lucky girl.”


  “You are. Because this will be the last offer. My employers ask that you cease all contact and dealings with the Candlefly clan. You are to offer your hand in marriage to one of the many Glasstower men—or women, as California is newly progressive—and from there you may live a happy life as a Glasstower girl.”


  “I’m not your girl—”


  “I’m not finished. Failure to comply with this very reasonable request will be met with grave disdain and a measure of correction that I am not at liberty to discuss here with you today. Please understand the seriousness of this offer and the determination of the Glasstower family to engage you in—”


  Nora nudges her drink forward at the rim. The glass topples. The drink spills.


  Right in Adalyn Avery’s lap.


  Nora offers a low whistle. “Oh, wow. I maybe ruined your nice skirt.”


  “I have more,” Adalyn says without breaking her smile.


  “Whew.”


  “Am I to take it that your spilled drink is your final answer?”


  “Is this a game show? Because it is my final answer.”


  Adalyn stands. “I’m sorry to hear that. We’ll be in touch.”


  And then she briskly walks off. A little less calmly than she entered. Nora takes a special pride in that—the woman is off her balance. Just a little. Just enough.


  Of course, what it earns her beyond that pride remains to be seen. Maybe nothing. Maybe nothing good. But Nora couldn’t help it. She doesn’t yet know if she’s really good at playing this game, or really bad at it. She does know, however, that she enjoys playing it, which maybe concerns her more than a little.


  “Anybody else get the vibe that the Glasstowers are gonna try to kill you?” Burnsy asks, swirling his beer.


  Hrothk nods. “That was my impression.”


  “Me three,” Nora says. “Guess I oughta keep my grapes peeled.”


  “Guess so,” Burnsy says, then throws back the bottle.


   


  *


   


  They meet again. Same time, two days later. Smuggler’s Cove.


  The trip is not quick. Down through the Prohibition tunnels. Out through an access door. Down a ladder into the dark, past a pair of rusted trolleys. Then through a crack in a wall—they walk all the way, a five-hour hike through old access tunnels and shattered stone, crossing over sewers and ducking through subbasements. They get close enough to the surface where Nora feels that pressure building behind her sinuses, like thumbs from inside her skull pushing at the backs of her eyes. She tastes blood. Coppery and greasy-sweet. It reaches an apex until—


  Until she reaches the cenote. The “low place”—the Smuggler’s Cove cave where the earth meets the sea, where Above meets Below. She breathes easy.


  Then she tells Hrothk and Burnsy to stay back.


  Candlefly already waits for her. He fidgets with a pocket watch. Beyond the tide pools, the darkness once again gives way to light. Morning is upon them.


  “You could’ve just sent somebody,” she says. “We don’t have to do this here every time.


  “I have nobody,” he answers. He looks away when he says it. Mopey. Forlorn. He runs the toe of a once-nice shoe across shallow water. “I have people but I don’t trust them, and you don’t trust them either or you would never have dredged me up from my punishment in the first place. So we do this here. Me and you.”


  “Fine.”


  “Fine.”


  Then they stand there. Her staring. Him staring away.


  “We have till the Equinox,” he says. “Correct?”


  “Correct.”


  “I have done some research. This ritual may actually work. It’s a wonder we missed it for so long.”


  She shrugs. “Maybe you were looking in all the wrong places.”


  “Perhaps. You should ask yourself: what’s stopping my family or the other clans from attempting to engineer their own marriage? Consider that if you and your father found the vaunted Death’s Head mushrooms, others may as well.”


  “Good luck with that. We did it by accident. And only because of all the other hoops you and your cronies had us inadvertently jumping through.” She steps forward, pulls up the chair, sits. “I confess it’s probably doable. Someone finding Ochre. Opening a gate. Going down into the Expanse and surviving the god-worms long enough to pop a ‘shroom cap and then somehow get a ride back to the surface? Sure. Of course, none of you can do it because you’re all bound to the earth and the sky. You’ll still have to send someone down. Someone who can then hold you hostage just like I am.”


  He sniffs. “A fair point. Good.” Ernesto sits. “We have things we need to accomplish before the Equinox.”


  “Like, say, finding me a hubby?”


  “Clearly. And tomorrow we will meet and I will have three—maybe four—choices for you in that. Two of them have to fly in. One will drive. The other remains uncertain. But that’s not really the entirety of it.”


  “Do tell.”


  “You realize that the wedding cannot be here? In this cave?”


  She bites at a fingernail. “Yes. It has to be... in some... in-between place.”


  “The interstitium. An interstitial realm. A membrane between Above and Below. It is the land of pillars. We must build a key to access this place.”


  What? She didn’t know this.


  But again—why let that on?


  She nods without, she believes, showing her hand. “Yes. I’m aware.”


  “So you already have each of the Pigments,” he says, and here she sees in a face already marked with deep lines and stretch marks a bit of the old Candlefly: a glimpse of glee, a flash of cruelty, the curl of the lips that suggests he knows he has one up on her.


  She says nothing. Nora thinks this to be some gambit she can’t pick apart.


  But he sits there, too. Silent as the sand and stone.


  “Tell me,” she finally says.


  “You need a wedding ring,” is what he says.


  “What?”


  “That is the key. A wedding ring. A pair of them, actually. One for you, one for your chosen husband. This ring, this key, must be forged of the Five Occulted Pigments.”


  The bottom drops out of her gut. And with it falls hope, spiraling away like whorls of glowing cinders going dark. All five Pigments? She’s never seen Viridian and didn’t they just talk about how impossible it is to get Caput Mortuum?


  Candlefly must see the look on her face. He chuckles. “Your blood will serve as the Pigment of the Void,” he says. “That one, we already have.”


  The wind, again billowing in her sails. “That’ll work?”


  “It should. We have no certainties in this. Just old books and tablets. The ravings of madmen, the dreams of the golemfolk. But it should.” He closes his eyes, seems to be enjoying the sudden warm breeze that fills the grotto. “Blue is easy to come by, obviously. Red is becoming easier. The two problems will be Ochre and Viridian.”


  Everything feels dizzy. Her focus balanced on the tip of a wobbling knife.


  Candlefly says, “I will find you Viridian. You will have to find the Ochre. I have no easy access to it but it exists, as you well know.”


  Nora nods. “I’ll find it.” Somebody’s got big balls, she thinks of herself.


  “Good. Meet me here again tomorrow. Same time. I will have my picks for your husband. From there you will whittle and winnow those choices to one.”


  She nods. Says nothing. She feels suddenly worried.


  Nora retreats back to the passageway behind the rocks.


  Candlefly calls after her, “Goodbye to you too, Miss Pearl.”


  He’s mocking her.


   


  *


   


  Hrothk is picking at his gun-hand with a pair of tweezers. Unmooring little calcium deposits and pebbly bits from the mechanisms. “If I do not do this,” he says, not looking up as she enters the room, “the weapon will cease to work.”


  They’re staying at the bar. Renting a few rooms at the Lupercal—on the Candlefly dime. This room is Hrothk’s, and it is an ascetic’s chambers: he has pressed the mattress against the wall and sleeps only on the box spring. And for him, sleeping is really just sitting cross-legged while the flashing lights behind those quartz-spire eyes go dark for a time. No breathing. No sound. In essence, he is a statue.


  “Why are you still here?” she asks him.


  “Hn?”


  “With me. I don’t get it. To you I’m probably just some... some dumb girl, some dippy twat trying to claw her way out of Hell. You were on a mission when we met. You were doing something, some pilgrimage. What happened?”


  “A pilgrimage is rarely a straight line,” he says, not looking away from the tweezers. A little calcite pebble plicks onto the floor, forming scree with the others.


  “But why? Why here? Why me?”


  He stops with the tweezers and lifts his head, though does not turn his gaze toward her. Is this a thoughtful pose? She doesn’t know. Golems are pretty much the definition of inscrutable. Nora prides herself on being hard to read but these assholes are bonafide stone-faced.


  “Our journeys bonded together,” he says, after some time. “The welder’s spark of battle on the 13 Train fixed our metals to each other. Further conflict only strengthened that bond. For the time, as a Knight of Aristovilnus, I am compelled by you. I go where Hell’s breath takes me. And now it takes me to you.”


  “You’re sure about that? Because I’m going to ask you to do something for me.”


  Now he turns. His head tilted, almost thoughtfully. A facsimile of curiosity, like a robot playing at being human. “Do tell.”


  “I need Golden Gate.”


  “The Ochre Pigment?”


  She clucks her tongue. “Nnnnyeah.” Nora winces. “And I don’t know how—”


  “You do not know how to procure a sample.”


  Exhale. “Yeah. You were right about the, ahhh, the inter... the middle realm. The membrane place. The place of pillars?”


  “The Interstitium. You need a key.”


  “And the key needs Ochre.”


  “I can do this,” he says.


  “You’re sure? We’ve got two weeks.”


  “I am sure.”


  The two of them stand there for a little while.


  Hrothk finally says, “Is there more?”


  No, nothing, she thinks, but then she steps into the room and suddenly she’s talking—like some deeper, dumber part of her brain has taken control, like there’s an override deep in her systems and some shadow operative is pulling levers and hitting switches. And suddenly she’s saying:


  “I don’t have many friends.” Do you have any friends? a small voice chides. “And given everything—you’ve saved my ass like, too many times to count now—”


  “I can count them if you’d like. One: the 13 Train. Two: the goblins in the Screwthread Swamp. Three: the Blood Falls underneath New Mexico. Four: the colony of roach-rats in the sewers before we—”


  She laughs. “Okay, yeah, we don’t actually need to count.”


  Hrothk shrugs.


  “I’m just saying, you’ve done this stuff selflessly. And you haven’t judged me one bit. And man, if you knew my life, all you’d see is judgment. Everybody has an opinion on what I’m doing wrong with my life. My mother before she died. My father before he died. Teachers. Friends. Ex-friends. Boyfriends. Girlfriends. Mortal foes. Mailmen. Dogs I pass by on the street. Feels like everyone is picking me apart way you’re picking at your hand-cannon there.”


  “We are forever standing in the judgment of others. What matters is how we deal with that. It is our job to judge the judges. To be critical of criticism and to use higher reasoning to see through to the truth. Those who judge us are sometimes right in pointing out our flaws. But sometimes what they’re really doing is pointing out their own.”


  She smiles. A strange feeling. “You’re wise for a big dude made of rock.”


  “Golem are capable thinkers but we have been taught over millennia—judged, if you will—that we are dumb as the slab and slag that forms our bodies.”


  “Sorry to hear that. You remind me a bit of my father. I think maybe he was smarter than anybody gave him credit for, too.”


  “He judged you, but perhaps you judged him, too.”


  “Perhaps, rock man, perhaps.”


  She steps into the room, then pauses.


  “What is it?” he asks.


  “I thought about hugging you, but I’m not really a hugger. And I think it’d be weird. Like a snake hugging a mountain or something.”


  “Then we should just nod at each other, as cohorts.”


  “As cohorts.”


  He nods at her.


  She nods at him.


  And that’s that.
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  The Candlefly family. A family of some prominence, especially now. They have never lost the taste of blood in their mouths. They are as venomous as the Snakefaces who have in the past served them. Once, they were the advisors to the Glasstowers, serving in this role for a thousand years. The glow of their little fly lighting the way for all the daemons of all the clans (by which we mean the Glasstowers first and only). But they have always seen that role as but one rung up the cosmic ladder—and their reach for that rung was too quick, too obvious, a task that should have taken two thousand years instead of a single millennia, and their treachery became tired. The Glasstowers pushed them to the margins, and with that, their bright star reached the apex of its arc and began to fall once more toward earth. They scrambled, of course, like a man about to lose his grip on the cliff’s edge. They became increasingly erratic, individuals going off and trying to secure a way forward with efforts of drama and desperation (the Calcutta Metro incident, the Tokyo Sarin attack, the Vithra Incident in New York). It was this desperate scrabbling that, in the end, saved them. They were hungry, and they were master manipulators. The thing worth noting with manipulators is, curiously, once you realize what they are, they become strikingly easy to manipulate.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Marriage.


  Candlefly does not sleep that night.


  Because he can only think about marriage.


  He should be thinking about Nora. And the three he has chosen for this, and what will happen if she chooses one of the two he does not care for instead of the one he does.


  But as he lies in a dingy, rat-fucked motel room—


  (The Paradise Coast Motel—sounds nice as long as you can get past the stained carpets, the stained sheets, the nicotine stink, the mouse turds in the sink.)


  —all he can think of is Renata.


  Renata Glasstower. His wife. Ex-wife now.


  He loves her. He hates her. He needs her.


  The betraying bitch. The beautiful queen. His friend. His foe.


  Mother and monster.


  The marriage was arranged. Nora Pearl has unknowingly seized on that—all the Candlefly marriages are arranged. The daemons of this family are not allowed to choose their own mates because love, while wonderful, cannot be the foundation upon which such an alliance is built. And that, truly, is what it is: an alliance. The pairing of two players for optimal effect. Sometimes that means two daemons with great power bonded together and forged into a sharper, meaner, hungrier blade. Sometimes that means a pawn is placed with a queen so that she may protect him and elevate him.


  Ernesto was just such a pawn.


  How nice it would be to believe still that he was always a player.


  He thought that way, once. Weak people often think themselves strong. Imagining one’s eventual ascent—using the shattered heads and broken legs of your detractors as stairs—is an excellent way to sleep comfortably at night.


  But the reality was always that he was a weak-kneed fool. Never weak-minded, or so he likes to hope, but he was born into this life as the child of Erasmo and Catalina Candlefly. Erasmo, long said to have a little Bellbook blood in him. Catalina, pure as any of his clan could be, and nearly as vicious, too. Too eager, was she. Too hungry for a taste of true power, and so she made a move so plain, so blatant—riling up the Hogstooth thugs and attacking a Glasstower lighthouse? Bold. And foolish.


  But Catalina always was a bloodthirsty one.


  It was, unfortunately, her blood that spilled.


  They locked her in a glass case. Eight-sided. A lantern of sorts.


  They cut her, first. A hundred little slashes. Bloodletting by tiny knives.


  And then they loosed a single Knifemouth Fly into her glass prison. The Knifemouth is a hell-fly, bred supposedly by goblins, with eyes that glow orange in the center and black at the edges like magma crawling up out of volcanic earth. But its eyes are not what matters—what matters is the fly’s mouth. A pair of mandibles, sharp as anything, quicker than a hair’s breadth of a single second. They do not inject and slurp blood as a mosquito does. Their mouth slashes. Blood flows freely. And then they drink, and when they are done drinking, they barf up a little clot of pinworm maggots into the wound. The worms feed and crawl. They slither into the body and...


  Candlefly shudders. Sweating. He rolls over and over again. Cold. Hot.


  He stood there while they did this to his mother. Him and his sister, Milena. Among a crowd. They watched as the fly circled. As their mother, already weakened from blood loss, swatted feebly at the flying thing. The cuts across her were just icing on this bitter cake—doing the work for the fly so that it did not run the risk of giving her a chance to smash it as it stopped to do its biting work.


  The fly landed on a cut. Wriggled inside. Her smacking at the arm even as the fly did its work—Ernesto could not see within that wound but he knew what the Knifemouth Fly does. He knew how that clot of little worms chewed into her. And swam upstream, feeding on her blood.


  The Knifemouth maggots work fast.


  The crowd gathered and watched.


  Milena, his sister, stared in rapt fascination. (Milena hated Mother.)


  Ernesto wept. An act that would earn him scorn for a decade after.


  The crowd, hungry, eager, began to stomp its feet. And chant. And clap. Mother leaned back against the glass. Weak. Given to delirium. The worms already doing their work. She cried out. A strangled sound. She slumped, but then stiffened. The cords in her neck tight as a gallows rope.


  The seizure hit her like a wave buffeting a boat.


  As her body shook, her mouth wrenched wide.


  And flies spilled out. Hundreds of them. A black, buzzing cloud. Obscuring her so that all she was to Ernesto was a shape behind the swarm.


  He ran. He couldn’t take it. Milena stayed, and later would taunt him with what happened next: the new flies simply doubled back upon her, finding more cuts, more entrance points for their horrid squirming children. Again and again until they all took their measure of flesh, until Catalina Candlefly was just a sagging pile of bones and skin hidden beneath a living mound of gleaming black flies.


  That stayed with him. Not just as a memory. Not just as a taunt. But as an excuse to keep him down. He was at once both the child of Catalina and Erasmo. Erasmo, a bespectacled Bellbook. Catalina, a vicious kestrel. If anyone wanted to dismiss him, they would simply conjure the name of one of his parents—whichever one applied at the time. Ernesto, you are weak in spirit like your father. Ernesto, you are not to be trusted, like your mother. And so he was ever kept at the margins.


  His own marriage, then, was an arrangement never meant to be in his favor. He was a gift—a gift not in the way a bauble or a piece of furniture is a gift, but a gift in the way one might offer up a hound or a bull. An animal of some value, but also a creature with some responsibility. And so he was given to Renata Glasstower. A man with some money and minimal power. A Band-Aid on rent relations between the two families.


  He was meant to be a house husband. She would give him children, but he would raise them. He would cook. And clean. And do what needed doing.


  Then they fell in love.


  That was quite unexpected.


  Renata was strong. Reminded him of his mother.


  And like his mother, she courted treachery against the Glasstower family. Except they were her own people, and she was tired of playing their games. He was a doorway into the Candlefly clan: capable, spiteful, a knife she could hold against the throats of her own people. She helped him concoct his plans while they raised their two children together—Oscar a child like his own father, Adelina like his own mother or sister.


  He wanted to be strong, not weak like the other men—weak branches in a crooked tree. And so he came to New York with designs on flipping the script, turning the table, bringing the god-worms to earth so that he could renew the Candlefly lease with them. Give the Candleflys the backing of the only gods he knew. Grant them access once more to the true power of—if not access to—the Hell beneath their feet.


  It all went poorly.


  Thanks to Nora Pearl and her car-dent of a father.


  Though maybe his plan was always too big, too strange. Simplicity was key.


  This time, things feel simple. Attainable.


  Though not without nuance. Small complexities that, if not managed, will become major entanglements. A jagged line into a snarling labyrinth. The world is against him here. But he is fortunate. This is not his plan. He doesn’t need to be at its head. He only needs to be along for the ride, pushing it this way, pulling it that way. He is not the captain of the boat—he is merely the vessel’s rudder.


  And he wonders if that’s what he’s been all along.


  What power it is to steer the ship.


  Then comes a pounding at the door.


  Aurora, most likely.


  He rolls over, the sheets coiled like sea serpents around mid-leg. The alarm clock tells him it’s already five in the morning. He’s been up all night, thinking. Not sleeping.


  Aurora, speaking through the door, “They are here, Ernesto.”


  She is one of those complexities he will have to manage. She is his keeper, his minder. But she is not his ally.


  And if she cannot become his ally, then she may not be allowed to remain.


   


  *


   


  Over the Pacific, gray clouds hang, pulled down by spears of rain—rain that hasn’t yet reached them, though the rumble of thunder threatens otherwise.


  Nora looks at the three young men Candlefly has brought with him.


  She sees these men not as a selection but as a game. A chess match with only three pieces on the board. Not that she was ever very good at chess. Or maybe it’s that game of cups—a stone hidden underneath one, juggled and shifted and spun around.


  Which of these three contains the real stone?


  Which two are just dupes?


  In school, she enjoyed acting, and maybe that’s part of it, too. She’s looking to Candlefly, looking to these three choices, and asking, Who is acting? How much of this is scripted? Candlefly is a controller. He has orchestrated this to serve him more than her. All three of these choices have value to him in some way—but she knows that one of them above all others will help him more than it does her. She needs to figure that out.


  And fast.


  Three choices remain available.


  She thinks of these three as, respectively:


  Mister Hollywood.


  The Bodybuilder.


  The Delicate Flower.


  Hollywood is easy on the eyes. A Bernardo from West Side Story vibe. Strong nose overlooking a pouty mouth. Bit of a dimple on the chin. Tall. Reedy in the hips, broad in the shoulders. Standing there like, Yeah, so what?


  The Bodybuilder. Bulging behind a black V-neck T-shirt. Board shorts rippling in the wind. Neck like a telephone pole. Little dark eyes that hide what she suspects is a glimmer of actual intelligence—a mote of smarts in a big dumb body.


  Finally? The Delicate Flower. A wan wisp, like a dandelion—no, worse, like a seed off a dandelion, blowing in a wind. Art student-type. Soft features. Unlike the others, he’s blond. Blond as beach sand. Hands clasped in front—a sign of comfort and confidence, or a defensive position? She can’t be sure.


  Which one is the right one?


  At the base level, this should be easy. She picks one—the one she likes, whether that means the one who is easiest on the eyes or the easiest on the ears or the one who shuts up and lets her talk—and that’s her husband. It’s not like it’ll matter in the long run. Her husband is really just “husband” with the dramatic air quotes demonstrated.


  But the game is much deeper than that.


  Candlefly wants her to pick one of these above the others. But which? And why?


  Hollywood is the quickest choice. She gets to be married to some hunky actor-model type (she would normally think waiter but the Candlefly clan may have some actual pull in the La-La-Land fame machine) and he’s comfortable to look at—her gaze is drawn right to him. A very real kind of magnetism. But he’s also too good, too handsome, and Candlefly would know that—and expect her to see that, too.


  Then the Bodybuilder. It hits her suddenly: he reminds her of her father. Buzz his hair to the scalp and give him another twenty to thirty years for all that muscle to start braiding with fat and he’d be at least within spitting distance of her father, visually. Then there’s that intelligence behind the eye. Does Candlefly hope she doesn’t see it? Or does he hope the opposite? Does Candlefly think she’ll cling to him because of her father, or be repelled for just the same reason?


  The Delicate Flower—clearly the weakest choice here. She’s not strong like her dad, but even she could probably snap him in half like a Kit-Kat. But that might be the trick, too. Candlefly might count on her seeing that and then choosing that—either because she wants someone she can control or because she thinks it’s the last option he’d want her to pick. Then again, maybe he’s sussed out her distaste for weakness. Would he have? Could he have?


  “You can talk to them,” Candlefly says, pacing behind them. He looks better today than he did the day before. Not as weathered and wizened. Still, he’s a third of the man he was when she met him last year. Less a snake. More a worm.


  But worms are still parasites. Worms still bite, and squirm, and bury themselves in deep as they can—into dirt, or skin, or brains.


  “I’m fine,” she says. Standing there. Shaking. Because she’s worried. Worried she can’t find the thread. The invisible one wound around Candlefly’s finger.


  She almost thinks to ask Candlefly who he would pick. Just to see his reaction. But she’s afraid he’d take that as a gift of power. Lending him that confidence—even a half-a-teaspoon of self-satisfaction—makes her queasy.


  Then she thinks, I’ll choose you, Ernesto. Gods, could he be anticipating that? That by giving her three choices he’d push her to go for the fourth and least obvious choice—which would by proxy be the most obvious choice?


  Shit, shit, shit!


  She can’t see her way clear on this.


  “I have to go,” she blurts, and she regrets the words even as they leave her mouth.


  And then Candlefly says, without a beat, “Of course, I understand. This is a difficult decision. I respect your need for time.”


  That’s it.


  That’s the hook.


  His dismissal of her rises off his words like steam off a rain-slick summer road. He didn’t miss a step: she said not right now, he answered as if he anticipated her inability to move forward. He still thinks he’s smarter than she is. Even after their first meeting in the cenote. Even after she bested him in New York and rescued him now.


  That is all she needs to know.


  “I choose the Delicate Flower,” she says. And since that’s her nickname, not his, she points to the art student, whose brows raise in quizzical arches.


  Now Candlefly looks shaken. He hesitates for a moment. A vital, precious moment where he has no words, only a mouth failing to form them. “Of course.”


  Nora almost laughs, but doesn’t.


  She keeps it straight.


  “Do you have a name?” she asks the Flower.


  “Owen.” His voice is soft as she expected, but deeper.


  “My name’s Alonzo,” the Bodybuilder says. He steps forward and gives a little curl of a smile like he’s some kind of Don Juan. He offers a hand.


  “And nobody cares,” Nora responds.


  Candlefly flinches.


  That was his choice, wasn’t it? Alonzo the Bodybuilder. And Alonzo knew it and now he’s trying to save the day but maybe, just maybe, he isn’t as smart as those little dark eyes suggest.


  “I thought she’d pick me,” Hollywood says to Candlefly—giving a flip shrug. His accent is thick. Cuban, maybe, she’s not sure. “Fuckin’ bitch.”


  Candlefly kicks him in the back of the leg. Right at the crook of the knee. Hollywood loses his balance and falls into a tide pool, yelping. When he scrambles to stand, Nora sees that the underside of his arm is abraded like someone came at him with a cheese grater. Dark blood wets his arm, drips to the water below.


  “The lady has made her choice,” Candlefly says. Then, to her, “We can go?”


  “Yeah. You—” she says to Owen. “Tomorrow. Sunrise again. Just you. Not him.” She gestures to Ernesto. “It’s not a date. It’s a strategy session.”


  Owen nods.


  And Nora turns around, no longer able to hide her smirk.


  Because she won.


   


  *


   


  He lost. Candlefly knows that now. He’s not sure exactly when the rope slipped through his hands and it all fell away—but it did.


  It was when she almost left the scene. And he said something—what did he say to spook her? Was he too eager to let her go? Too expectant she’d fail?


  He got cocky.


  He thought she’d pick Alonzo. That was his bet. Emil was too handsome, too pretty-boy, and he knew she’d see right through the Hollywood haze sure as you can see through the LA smog. But he also thought she’d never pick the weakest of the three choices. If only because it smelled like a trap. Alonzo looked like someone who could protect her, who would echo her father, who would be someone she could still manipulate—a sense of familiarity there.


  Then Alonzo had to open his mouth and speak.


  Atop the bluff, above the cave, Aurora waits in the parking lot.


  Alonzo says, “Ernesto, I’m really sorry—”


  He shushes the muscle-skulled idiot. “Shh. You failed me. But you can save your own fortune yet. I have other work you can do. Are you willing?”


  The meathead nods.


  “What about me?” Emil says. That handsome smirk. That tilt of his chin.


  “You were never of value, but you played your part. I have nothing else. Go back to your life of auditions and models and poolside cocaine, pretty-boy. Both of you, in the car. I have... things to discuss with Miss Aurora.”


  Ernesto ushers the three younger Candlefly men into the car.


  “So?” she asks.


  “The girl picked Owen.”


  Aurora sneers. “Really? She’s an idiot. Or a genius.”


  “I’d lean toward genius now.”


  “You failed to manage this scenario.”


  “I managed it perfectly. I am not a puppetmaster.” I am a rudder. “I gave her three options, each good for us. She chose one. If not the maximal choice, so be it.” He hesitates, then adds, “We are still in control.”


  “We’d better be. If this all falls apart for us, it’s your ass.”


  “You’re my minder,” he says. “I’m your charge. If things get away from me, they get away from you, too. Remember that.”


  “Are you threatening me?”


  He smiles with artificial warmth, like a flickering fireplace on the television. “No, no, of course not. I’m just reminding us all that our fortunes are tethered together.”


  Of course I’m threatening you, you fool.


  “Get in the car,” she says.
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  Courtship rituals of the daemon families are a curious thing. The Bellbooks offer one another gifts of forbidden lore, secret ciphers solved, clandestine prophecies prophesied. The Hogstooth kill for one another: they might hunt boar or fish for shark or hunt a shared foe, and then culminate this ritual in what could only be described as a bloody, frenzied coupling—an act that is as much a battle as it is a sexual rite. The Candlefly family has no known courtship rituals—because to them, marriage is a commodity. An act of alliance and convenience where love is a void and where a demonstration of one’s value has already been made by others.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  “I brought you flowers,” Owen says, and thrusts them at her.


  Nora looks down at them. A mix of wildflowers. Surprisingly springy. Not limp. The wind gets underneath them, and they shake and shudder as if begging to be taken.


  “You should’ve brought me In-N-Out,” she says. “Or at least a cereal bar or something. I’m starving.”


  Owen remains with a small, passive smile. “My friend, Caleb Woodwine, said that a local wildflower collection might be best. California poppies, black-eyed Susans, something called a fried-egg flower?”


  “If it’s not an actual fried egg, then I’m not interested.”


  “You’re hungry. I can get you food.”


  Nora looks him up and down. He’s less fey than she remembered. Maybe he suffered in comparison to the other two. He still has a poet’s frame. A body as insubstantial as beams of light tangling in the heart of a prism.


  “It’s fine,” she says. “My friend is on the hunt.”


  She stayed here all day yesterday and all night. The high tide came in and she retreated to the tunnels—feeling the stone, sensing the channels of the Great Below stretching on and knotting together, feeling the dull throb of the cenote. Then when tide went out around midnight, she crept out into the cool night air. She marveled at the stars. The panoply of pinpricks poked through the endless blanket of black.


  Before sun-up, Burnsy found her. She told him what happened, and now he’s off on a breakfast run.


  Owen nods then, finally, retracts the flowers.


  “You don’t seem like a Candlefly,” she says.


  He smirks, a little bit. “What does a Candlefly seem like?”


  “That question was very Candlefly.”


  “I don’t follow.” But still, that smirk.


  She lets it go. “How much did Candlefly—eh, Ernesto—tell you?”


  “All of it.”


  I doubt that. “So you know that you’ll be able to descend into Hell?”


  “The katabasis. Yes.”


  “You and your... family must be thrilled.” She says that word, family, with some disdain, like she’s smelling a cloud of cigarette smoke. Because they seem less a family, perhaps, than they are a fraternity of serpents fucking and biting each other.


  Here, the smirk drops. “They are.”


  “But you’re not.”


  “Not so much.”


  “Here I would’ve thought this was a big deal. Like being an astronaut or a deep-sea-diver. The first to enter a forbidden space.” She faux-gasps, covers her mouth. “The ladies will love you.”


  “You’ll be my wife. And I don’t want to enter a forbidden space. I’ve never understood my family’s fascination with what lies beneath. I’d rather look up, not down.”


  “An optimist.”


  “A dreamer.”


  She makes a barfy face. Tongue out, nose wrinkled. “Well, you’re right to not be thrilled. They’re going to use you. You’re a pawn in all this.”


  “You’re really into the hard sell.”


  “They’re going to manipulate you. I figured for once I would go the other way.”


  Ah, there, the smirk returns. “Isn’t that just another form of manipulation?”


  “Everything we do is manipulation.”


  “Don’t you want me to fall in love with you?”


  “I don’t. Because I’m going to be a ghost to you. When this is all said and done, I’m going to pass you on the stairway—me going up, you walking down, and we’ll shake hands and that will be the last we ever see of each other.”


  Gulls laugh and wheel in the sky.


  “I still need to want this,” he says.


  “No,” she answers. “You don’t. You only need to open your mouth and say yes when the time comes to put the ring on your finger. Your heart doesn’t need to consent, just your mouth. If you’re here, you’ve been offered up. You’re a lamb on the altar, and at this point, no matter how hard or how loud you bleat, someone’s going to draw a knife across that pretty pale throat of yours. I don’t know why it’s you. I don’t know what they have on you. But you’re here. And I’m here. And we’re going to be wed. We don’t have to know each other. We certainly don’t have to love each other.”


  “We could at least kiss.”


  “Only then. Only on the day.” To seal the deal.


  “A romantic, then.” He says it without any apparent sarcasm, which makes the sarcasm all the more stinging.


  “A pragmatist. Ruthless as a barracuda.”


  “We are very different, you and I.” He never looks away from her, not once during this conversation. “I don’t really care about these games. I never have. I don’t know if I’d really be good at them or not, but they’re not my thing. Which is why I’m dangling from the lowest rung here in my family, and why soon a boot will break my fingers and I will be made to descend into a place of subterranean horror for no good reason that I can discern except to carry my family’s flag and stick it in in the dead ground deep down.”


  Shades again of the astronaut, she thinks.


  “If I had my way, I’d stay up here. In the sun. On the beach. Drinking a beer. Sketching the sunset. Maybe even sketching you, running in from the ocean—or running to it.”


  The ocean. She never really liked the ocean. It always struck her as a big empty void that just so happens to fill with water. (And now she’s wondering exactly what the Great Below is like there—does the ocean stop its advance? Or does Hell simply dive deeper?) But suddenly his words make her want to go out into the ocean right now. Splash out into the water. Take a dive. Salt and tide. Shimmer and bubble. She wants it so bad she’s almost willing to do it now—hop and skip over the rocks and jump to the sea. Where, surely, a mighty headache will hit her like a fist. Her nose will bleed. Her gums will go red. Her eyes will burn and the pain will be so bad she’ll sink like a stone.


  And drown down there in the void.


  She shudders.


  “So, you’re an artist,” she says, the words said like she’s choking back the urge to vomit.


  “I am. Do you like art?”


  “Let me paint a picture for you. It’s me. Standing here. Telling you I don’t give a damn about you.” She pats her pockets. “Oooh. Nope. Not one damn on me, sorry. You’re a rope dangling down into the dark. I am grateful for the rope. I am happy it exists. But I don’t care about it beyond its structural integrity. I’m sure you’re a nice guy. But we’re not a thing, okay? Besides, last guy I hooked up with ended up a red smear in a nice hallway—that, actually, in part thanks to your patron, Ernesto.”


  Owen’s countenance softens. He’s about to apologize.


  She doesn’t let him.


  “It’s fine,” she says. “I’m hardened to it. I don’t care anymore. Only person I care about is this one.” She takes her index fingers and mimes a frame around her face.


  “Hey, I heard that!” comes a voice from up above them somewhere.


  Burnsy.


  Owen looks confused.


  They hear the man’s grunts and heel-scuffs as he comes down around the mouth of the cenote cave, gingerly stepping through tide pools and over porous rocks wet with froth-churned water. He’s got a big bag of food. The bag is brown, with grease slicking the bottom of it. “Ding-a-ling,” he says. “Chowdown time.”


  She steps past Owen—and as she does, she feels the pressure of the outside pushing hard at her skull. Like a thumb against the center of her forehead, pushing hard, harder, soon hard enough she feels like she might be trepanned by it—


  She steps back. Owen looks at her, concerned. Or faking concern.


  “Don’t,” she cautions him.


  “What?”


  But Burnsy is there. “All right. Breakfast burritos from some place called, ehhh, what was it? Tacos Jalisco or some shit—”


  “Not In-n-Out?”


  His knifeslash mouth forms an awkward scowl. “They don’t do breakfast.”


  “Oh.”


  “I had to walk like, five fucking miles for this.”


  She rolls her eyes. “I’m sorry, okay? Thank you.”


  Burnsy lifts his furless eyebrows toward Owen. “This him?”


  “This is him,” she says.


  Owen suddenly looks uncomfortable.


  “He’s a thin slip of a man,” Burnsy says. “All the muscle tone of a used condom. Pretty, though. Too pretty, maybe. Think he can hack it?”


  “I can hack it,” Owen says, but Nora cuts him off.


  “He’ll be fine. I don’t need him for his muscle tone. Just his... infernal genetics.”


  “We’re not infernal—”


  “You staying for breakfast?” Burnsy asks him. Then shakes his head and turns to Nora. “He staying for breakfast?”


  “Sure—” Owen says.


  “No,” she answers. “He was just leaving.”


  “Was I?”


  “You were. We’re done here. Go. I’ll call for you if I need you.”


  “But—”


  “Dismissed, daemon. Go.”


  Owen wears a bitter smile, then nods. “Of course, my betrothed. I look forward to our very special day together.”


  She mumbles a goodbye as she fishes burritos out of the bag.


  When next she looks up, he’s gone.


  “You’ve got a winning personality,” Burnsy says.


  “I’m not here to hold his hand and wipe his butt.”


  “Yeah, but—” He starts unwrapping a burrito. The smell of egg and salsa wafts. Nora’s stomach does loop-de-loops and barrel rolls, she’s so hungry. “But that’s not like you. You always have an angle. Since you need him I figured you’d be leading him on, stringing him along, tickling his—”


  “I don’t need him falling for me.”


  It’s then Burnsy pauses before shoving food into his mouth. He laughs. “Oh-ho-ho, I get it now. You’re trying to push him away. Protect him, maybe protect yourself from feeling anything.”


  “Just eat your burrito.”


  He eats his burrito. Chortling as he chews.
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  The Naga. “Snakefaces.” (Not “Snakeheads,” as some have suggested; Snakeheads is a name given to Chinese human-traffickers.) They have egg-broods born to different castes: assassins, seducers, diplomats, warriors, even poets. (Yes, truly: the poet caste. They remain hidden to most. Sometimes pretending to be human, other times pretending to be Naga or Nagini of a different caste entirely. Their poems are meant not for their lives as they live them but for the Snakefaces who come after, released posthumously. It is something of an insult among the Naga—“You must be a poet,” said to suggest weakness and chicanery. But I digress.) They have long been associated with the Candlefly clan, much as the gobbos are sometimes associated with the Hogstooth and the Trogbody golems once (though less often now) maintained an association with the Bellbook family. It is said that each family has or had some manner of creature associated with it, though why that might be is lost to time. As are some of those species and races of creature—made extinct by the inroads of man or by the other monsters of the deep dark nowhere.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Esmerelda Bellbook levers the shell from one pistachio into the meager fissure of another, and uses it to pop the nut. The antiquated elevator—the hydraulics squeaking, the brassy accordion door rattling—churns and clangs downward three floors into the basement of her home. As it descends, she can feel her guts cinch up like shoelaces tied too tightly—the price for getting close, too close, to the Great Below.


  The elevator dings. She discards pistachio shells into her pocket and crunches merrily on the salty, earthy treat.


  A rumpled, frumpy librarian in appearance, Esmerelda licks salt from her upper lip and steps out of the elevator, and into a room that is home to three corpses.


  The room is the control room to the Shifting Prison: a control tower, of sorts, with one end home to a great big window overlooking a massive maze, and the walls to the sides fixed with boxy, gray closed-circuit television monitors from the late 1980s. It is from this window—and from these screens—that the Bellbooks of San Francisco can monitor those who have betrayed the family or violated the laws of the Great Below in some way. Criminals. Deviants. Destroyers of knowledge. Crusaders of ignorance and violence. (And other grotesqueries.)


  Esmerelda is coming on shift.


  When she left here—not quite twelve hours ago—she did not leave corpses behind.


  And yet, here there be corpses.


  Two of them are golems: Korg and Brossh, two Trogbodies who have remained in the service of the Bellbooks for hundreds of years (two hundred for Korg, nearly four hundred for Brossh). Korg lies facedown on the dated basketweave carpet. His obsidian head is shattered. Hematite brains gleam from within as steam rises. Brossh sits slumped against the far wall. Head not bashed so much as cleaved in twain: a clean split down his round granite skull. Geode innards glittering. Steam also rising.


  (The steam smells like burning minerals. Like ozone and volcanic ash.)


  The third is a fellow Bellbook.


  Malcolm Bellbook, in fact.


  His shaggy, blond hair lies matted against his brow, stuck there not with blood but probably fear-sweat. His bookish nose perches over a mouth frozen in delicate surprise, which in turn hangs open above a throat slit open so cleanly it looks like a gill along the side of a shark.


  Well.


  Esmerelda chokes down the last pistachio and steps into the room.


  This is all quite something. Quite something, indeed.


  She rubs her fingers together, freeing them of salt before wiping her hands on her smock to clean off the grease. The Shining Prison has been violated. The sanctity of this place perforated like a balloon by a thrusting pin. This was a safe place.


  Something cold presses against her neck.


  A tiny movement—just a millimeter’s slide from left to right—illustrates that it is a blade and that blade is very, very sharp.


  Blood runs from the cut.


  She sucks in a breath.


  “Oh,” is all she manages to say.


  “You are Esmerelda Bellbook,” a voice hisses in her ear. Essssssmerelda. She smells rot, decay, the coppery tang of venom. A Snakeface.


  “I... am.”


  Terror fills her. I am dead.


  “I require something from you.”


  “I will do my best,” she says, voice trembling while her body remains perfectly still. “But killing my people is not an excellent way of asking for a f-f-favor.”


  She tries to imagine how the Naga entered this room.


  The duct. It’s closed now—even re-affixed to the wall. But she can see the screws have not been replaced fully. They jut out. Just slightly. The ducts were always a concern for her, but she never thought anyone knew they were here.


  “They were not forthcoming. I require Viridian.”


  “I have none.”


  The blade moves another millimeter. The blade bites. More blood. She cries out.


  “Your prison has much.”


  “It does. So, please, go get some.”


  “Your prison is closed to me.”


  The Naga is correct. The elevator is coded to her, for she is the warden of the prison. She and two others, of which Malcolm Bellbook—his throat opened and his blood splashed on the security console beneath the big window—was not one.


  She must grant one permission to use the elevator. She, of course, can never go farther than this room. But the golems they employ can—and must. The Naga must have realized that Malcom could not help. And the golems can only go down on their own, but cannot offer permission.


  The Naga shoves her roughly forward—the blade blessedly taken away at the last second—and she catches herself with her hands. Pain travels up her arms to her shoulders from the shock. A cruel reminder that she is no longer a young daemon.


  The Snakeface stands there, wide-mouthed, hundred-fanged. Regarding her with eyes of cloudy agate. Limbs squirming as if they are their own creatures.


  The blade—a curved dagger. A blade of an assassin.


  “Crawl to the elevator,” the Naga hisses. “Tell it to carry me.”


  “I can’t,” Esmerelda stammers. “I... can’t.”


  The Snakeface moves fast. He’s around her leg the way an octopus binds its prey, and before she even knows what’s happening there’s a fast movement and a white arc of heat crosses the back of her foot—and then her mind catches up with the reality, he cut my tendon, he cut my Achilles’ tendon, and the foot suddenly feels like it’s a balloon at the end of her leg filling with blood. She screams.


  The Snakeface squirms up her body, pulling itself along by its slithering limbs. It winds one tentacle around her throat, and with another pins her head to the floor.


  It slams her skull against the carpet.


  “Pay attention,” the Snakeface says. “Pay attention. This is my last job. I will not fail in it. I mustn’t! And so you will give the elevator permission to carry me into the Shifting Prison. And I will get my Viridian. If you do not do this thing—” Thisssssss thing. “—then I will wait for the next warden to show her face and I will cut her, too.”


  That would be Florrie. Florrie will be on duty in twelve hours.


  Sweet Florrie. Has all the backbone of a black-eyed Susan.


  Will Florrie give in? Or will she die amidst her own throat-slit gurgles?


  The curved dagger gleams in the fluorescent lights.


  “I... won’t,” Esmerelda says, two of the hardest words she’s ever uttered—each word like a tooth pulled from her mouth.


  The Naga shrieks and raises the dagger up above its head—


  And freezes.


  The creature’s forehead—if it can be called that, given its smooth sloped expanse settled in around a nest of coppery scales—oozes a little bead of blood. There’s a slight crunching sound, and the teensy tip of something—like an icepick—appears in the center of that blood-bead. Then it withdraws with a delicate reverse slurp.


  The Naga’s eyes go cloudy. Its body slumps to the side.


  The air at Esmerelda’s feet begins to shimmer. Like dust made from a broken mirror. The haze takes form, and out of nothing steps another Snakeface.


  This one a Nagini.


  Copper scales, like the last. Though she shakes her body and a human form emerges—and suddenly it’s a woman with wild eyes shaking a head of blood-red hair.


  Esmerelda whimpers. “I don’t... I don’t understand.”


  The woman twirls a blade like an icepick.


  “That was my brood-mate, Senvar.”


  “I st-sti-still don’t—”


  “Shh. Shh. Shut up. Humans squawk like parrots. Did you know that? That’s how it sounds to me. The complaints of a dumb bird.”


  “Are you going to k-k-kill me?”


  “I am not going to—” And here the Snakeface plainly mocks her. “K-k-kill you. My work here is done.” The creature pauses. Even in her human guise she seems to taste the air for prey. “But I will admit curiosity. I thought my egg-brother was leaving our life behind. And yet, here he is—was—clearly on assignment.”


  Esmerelda scooches backward so that she can sit up a little bit. The Snakeface woman does not stop her. “He said this was his last. His last job.”


  “Last job. Hm. What is this place?”


  “The Shifting Prison.”


  “I have heard of it but I am unaware of its value.”


  Esmerelda thinks to keep her mouth shut. Don’t say any more. But already she’s dizzy. Bewildered. And very, very tired. This woman—this thing—saved her life and now the least she can do is offer an explanation. Especially if that explanation lets her keep her life.


  “The Shifting Prison is where we keep our criminals. Deviants. Monsters against the family and—” She winces as fresh pain pinches at her heel. “And sometimes against all the daemon families.”


  “Why do you call it the Shifting Prison? May I guess? Tectonic movement?”


  “No. It’s because the bodies—they change. The flesh of the prisoners begins to... shift. Flesh begins to calcify. Starting with the extremities. The digits are a marvelous green, an emerald green, and if you pulverize them—”


  “Viridian.”


  “Yes. Yes.”


  “So this is death row.”


  “Not always. Sometimes we remove them after we have harvested some powder. So that they lose only fingers, toes, maybe nose and lips.”


  The Snakeface ponders. “How horrible.” But she says it as though she is impressed. Pleased, even. “I am leaving now.”


  The monster turns to exit.


  “Wait!” Esmerelda cries out—louder than she means, and certainly louder than is necessary given the size of the room. “How did you get in here?”


  “The duct.”


  “But the duct hasn’t changed since I got down here. It’s still attached.”


  “Oh, I’ve been here the whole time.”


  “Wh... what? Why did you let him do this to me?”


  The Snakeface smiles. “I didn’t come here to save you, daemon. I came to kill my brother and, out of curiosity, see what he was up to. I only intervened before your death so that I might ask you questions I could not ask of the golems or your dead friend.”


  “But—”


  The Nagini shudders again, and once more she becomes the monster. Her tentacles move quickly, like whips, curling around the vents and ripping the cover off the wall with a dented clang and a rattling bang.


  Esmerelda sobs softly as the thing flings itself upward into the dark with great ease, shrinking herself down into a much smaller size.


  The monster is gone. And Esmerelda Bellbook bleeds.
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  The Five Occulted Pigments all have their purpose. But rumors exist that they have other purposes, too, if you know how to unlock them. Certainly the key used to unlock the doors to Interstitium are one such example: what if you combined the Pigments in other ways?


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Hrothk shakes off his cloak. Cranes his neck. His bones grind together like millstones. He turns his gun-hand up, pops the fat cylinder. A red snow of rust flakes mixed with pulverized quartz (like glittering flakes of sea salt) form little dunes underneath. Empty shells eject. Clang and clatter. Roll off.


  He looks around his chamber here in the back of the Lupercal. It’s not much. Just a card table and a cot—a cot which he does not use because not only does he not require it, but even sitting on it would cause it to fold up around him like a pair of clapping hands. What matters now is that he is alone. He gets up. Checks the other rooms, too. Burnsy isn’t here. Nora isn’t here. He is safe.


  The golem enters his chamber and with his one true hand plucks the crystalline eye from his skull and sets it onto the card table.


  Swimmy blue light shines from the socket.


  A shape appears in that light. Like a shape blocking it. A shadow shifting.


  A voice emerges as if from the air—a deep, basso rumble coming from all sides of him. Thrumming deep in his stony bones.


  Have you discerned the nature of the girl?


  “No,” Hrothk says. “But signs point to a grand inversion.”


  Then she must be dispatched.


  “Not yet. That is not how we do things.”


  You presuppose to tell me our own creeds?


  “If I must. We are only to act when we are closest to the truth as we are allowed.”


  The light flashes. Threads of darkness bloom like clouds of squid ink, then disappear. A hesitation, then: You are helping her.


  “I am simply playing my part, as we always do. We learn nothing ten feet back from the brink. We must be at its edge. Staring down. Only then can we see what waits.”


  Another hesitation. Another dark pulse.


  You like her.


  Hrothk sees his way to the truth of it. He is not a creature given over to illusions. He does like her. Golems find no pleasure in romantic love, and sex is not an act that he would even understand. But loyalty: that is a golem feature, a bond they can share with others. A very real—if intangible—tie that is hard to deny. And he feels it for the girl. He is loyal to her.


  But not to a fault.


  He has taken his vows. He is loyal to the order above all else. Not just the order of knights to which he belongs—but the sacred order, the one binding all things. The order that keeps the howling, gibbering wolves of chaos at bay.


  Here, though, a curious thing—


  Despite his loyalty, he finds himself lying.


  “I have no feelings for the girl.”


  So you will end her when the time comes.


  “If. If the time comes.”


  The time always comes, young Hrothk.


  “Yes, of course, Knight-Commander.”


  And then the light shining from his eye goes dark. Aristovilnus ends the communication with little courtesy. As has been his way since the beginning.


  Hrothk reaches for the crystal spires that form his eye—


  And he hears the scuff of a footstep behind him.


  His gun-arm hangs empty.


  One eye out of his head.


  But what choice does he have? He stands and spins—


  Just as Burnsy clocks him with a chair.


   


  *


   


  Burnsy thinks, Boom. Golem Number Two, down for the count. He should really earn the name The Golemslayer. First that dumb fuck back at the Yonder Market. And now this betraying basket of boulders, Hrothk.


  The chair snaps in half.


  Hrothk just sits there. Oversized, underbitten jaw grinding.


  The Trogbody growls.


  Uh-oh.


  Burnsy raises the piece of chair again—


  But the Knight of Aristovilnus grabs him by the collar, and launches him up and then flings him down—like he’s made of nothing more than burlap and bean-bags. Burnsy yelps and crashes down on the cot. It snaps closed on him.


  Hrothk moves slowly, deliberately, but Burnsy doesn’t have time to wriggle free. The Trog presses both sides of the flimsy bed and curls them inward. Cheap aluminum bends and groans. Screws and bolts ping against wall, floor, and ceiling. He folds Burnsy up like a burrito.


  Then he uses his one good hand to grab Burnsy’s skull.


  Burnsy feels the pressure under the motherfucker’s earthen fingers.


  “You hit me with a chair,” Hrothk says.


  “Because you’re a fucking traitor, you fucking traitor.”


  A low avalanche tumble in the barrel of the golem’s chest. “You heard.”


  “Damn right I heard.” Burnsy tries to wriggle. But he gets nothing for his trouble except his skin feeling like it’s trying to split and slough off. “Nora, man. Nora.”


  “Where is Nora?”


  “She’s... off. Strategizing or some shit.”


  “With Candlefly.”


  “Why? You wanna go kill her now? Pop her head like a pimple? Put a bullet in her temple? You fuck. You fuck.” Burnsy struggles, a futile effort. He tries to conjure a gob of spit but that, too, is a worthless endeavor—his mouth is as dry as a lizard’s asshole.


  “You have a family, yes?” Hrothk asks.


  “You motherf—what? You wanna kill them too?”


  “Imagine that what’s below is allowed to be above. Not just incursions of goblins. Not just a few Snakeface assassins. But all of it. Imagine that veins of Cerulean fill the streets. Imagine sinkholes pulling down whole skyscrapers, entire towns. Cankerpedes nesting in attic eaves. Consumptive slime molds dropping on infants in the night and leaving only bones by the bleak morning. Ghosts wandering the roads and god-worms eating the living and the dead. Death made living. Cults and creatures. Monsters and madmen. And who knows what else will be dredged up from the dark? That’s what could be coming. And your family will live in a changed world. A ruined world where the sun hides behind a sackcloth cloud, where the night is blacker than a Vollrath’s heart. Your wife will be someone’s toy. Your child: food, or a slave, or entertainment. That is what could be coming. That is what Nora may bring.”


  The air is sucked out of the room. Burnsy stops struggling. The weight of what Hrothk has said falls on him like a building. “You... you’re lying. You don’t know. You sonofa...” But the word dies in his mouth and he’s left to silence.


  “I don’t know. That is correct. This is not confirmed territory. The prophecies are never clear, no matter how certain the Bellbooks claim to be. And I need to be certain before I act. This is not my desire. This is my burden.”


  “Fuck your burden. Just tell her, man.”


  Hrothk leans in. Burnsy smells the golem’s breath—like the smell of a wet road after a rainstorm. “Do you really believe that will change anything?”


  “I do. It might. We have to try.”


  The Trog pauses. Then opens the cot burrito and steps back.


  “Then go. Tell her. We shall see.”


   


  *


   


  Burnsy waits in Nora’s room.


  He thinks about his wife and his daughter. His mind is cruel. Maybe everybody’s brain is this way but no matter how hard he tries to shut it out he keeps finding worse and worse images in there for what the monsters will do to his family if they are allowed.


  Eventually, Nora shows. She starts to tell him about her latest meeting with Candlefly—she actually uses the phrase “wedding planning” unironically—and he interrupts her and tells her everything.


  Overhearing Hrothk talking to... somebody.


  Their fight.


  The revelation.


  Everything.


  And Nora, she’s taken aback. She stops. Hands working into fists at her side—that’s a thing Burnsy’s seen Mookie do. On him it looks like he’s ready to beat somebody down. On her it looks just looks anxious.


  “He said he didn’t really know,” she says.


  “What?”


  “He didn’t know. If that would really happen.”


  “If there’s any chance...”


  “I can’t give this up,” she says, suddenly resolute. “I can’t be... down here anymore. You said that this isn’t guaranteed and so I need to keep at this.”


  “But—”


  “If we find out that it’ll happen, I’ll... I’ll stop.” But she flinches like she’s not sure. “I won’t go ahead with it. But until then, I’ve got less than ten days to this thing. I can’t stop it now. The door is open only this once.”


  “Once this year. We can come back to it next year, take time—”


  “I’m not doing this again for another year!” she yells. Then, suddenly quiet, “I can’t. I won’t. I’ll kill myself if that’s what’s coming.”


  “Maybe you’ll kill us all if you keep going.”


  “Just trust me. This feels right. It’ll be fine. I swear.”


  “I can’t... I can’t. My family. You have to think of my family.”


  “I have to think of me,” she says.


  And there it is. The scorpion and the frog. The scorpion always stings. The frog always dies. He knew it. She’s told him this. Nora is who Nora is. She’s not like Mookie. She’s not a do the right thing kind of girl. Everything about her is ultimately selfish.


  “I can’t help you anymore,” he says. “I gotta go.”


  “Then go.” No hesitation. “I’ve got this. I don’t need you.”


  Way her face twists up when she says it, he sees the ghost of a vicious teenager—a mean girl, a cruel child, angry that someone just told her it’s not nice to pull the heads off of butterflies.


  Burnsy stands. She seethes.


  He leaves. Slowly, surely. Like maybe she’ll call after him. Maybe she’ll say, Wait, come back, I was wrong. But that never happens. He gets so far and the only answer she offers him is a slammed door. It feels like all of Hell reverberates with it.


   


   


  


  PART FIVE


   


  MOOKIE
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  Met with Owen today. Ernesto wanted to chaperone but I told him that wasn’t an option and he could either walk back up to the bluff or he could chaperone from the bottom of the ocean. (I was feeling a bit prickly, what can I say?) Owen brought me a few candy bars and, drum roll please, In-n-Out. I told him it was too early for that and he said he convinced one to stay open long enough to make him one and bring it down here. He even had it in this little thermal bag. I thought about telling him. Telling him what Burnsy said about our wedding. But then Owen had to ruin it by ascribing too much importance to the burger. You know how guys do that, right? Oh, hey, I did something nice, it means we’re fated to be together. What he actually said was, “See? I brought you the burger you wanted. It must be love.” People think love is this shallow thing when, really, it’s as deep and dark and scary as the sea. I know that, and I’m basically a horrible person. Sorry, Owen. Go find a prostitute. You’re cute. Maybe she’ll give you a discount or something, jerk.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Kolbasnaya restaurant. Little Odessa.


  Nestor Volodin twirls his nosh razvedchika—his scout’s knife. Simple black handle. Long, sharp, gleaming blade. He’s fast with it. He was never Spetsnaz, but his father was—and he learned all the tricks he could from the old man. The knife is an extension of one’s arm, of one’s entire being. It is not a thing you pick up—it is as much a part of you as fingers, tongue, or cock. The way the blade moves is like it’s dancing—doing tricks for his amusement, animated all on its own.


  He sits on the counter, doing this. It’s midnight. The staff of the restaurant has all gone home. The smells of the day linger: lamb, dill, the crisp sting of old charcoal.


  Shapes at the door. Good. Oleg and Dominika. With a third between them.


  Their captive.


  Nestor is going to enjoy this.


  The door opens. Bell rings. They drag the woman—the head of the recently resurgent girl gang, the Get-Em-Girls—in through the front door. Nestor signals to his other soldiers—Mikhail, Anatoly, Yaroslav—to go help bring her in. They grab her feet while the others get her head. Nestor flags them over with two fingers. He taps those two fingers against the table of a booth in the corner, the seats the color of smashed beets.


  They throw her into the booth.


  Nestor sits down across from her. His scout’s knife always dancing.


  The guards form a half-circle around the table, facing inward. Watching her.


  Not that she can do much at this point.


  They have beaten her.


  Her nostrils are crusted with black blood. One eye, shiny with a fresh bruise. All her teeth are in place, but her lips are fattened, the lower one split. She hunches, too—her neon blue hair hanging in front of her face like the fringed curtain at a Moscow brothel.


  “You, the remnant of an older day,” he says in English. His English is pretty good, he likes to think—he was born in Omsk, but has spent the last ten years here, in America. Upstate New York. Running cons for the Mafiya. Simple jobs. Too simple for his skillset. When the city became a vacuum of power, it was his place to step in. Help take over. He’s elite now. A Brigadier. Serving underneath the Pakhan—the Boss—Konstantin Orlov, the Hammer of Irkutsk. “Your world is gone and yet you scuttle about like rats and roaches.” Here he mimes the scurrying creatures with his free hand—fingers scrabbling across the table. “Your Organization has fallen. You are not protected. You’re hanging out in the open, like a man’s dick dangling from an unzipped fly.” More miming—two fingers becoming a limp dick flopping about in a stiff wind.


  “Screw you,” she says. Mush-mouthed. Are those tears in her eyes? Good.


  “You have been toying with me. You have been watching me. Two of my men were found dead. My brother, Fyodor, is missing—”


  “I killed him.”


  Nestor’s blood goes polar.


  “What did you say, little cunt?”


  “I said, I killed him. With a knife a lot bigger than your little thimble-dick toothpick there—”


  He roars, grabs her hand, spins the blade and slams it down—


  The blade crunches as it goes through the back of her hand.


  And through the table.


  She wails like a kicked cat.


  She’ll make far worse sounds before this night is over, Nestor decides. Fyodor was a fucking kook—way too fascinated with all the occult trappings of what lurks below their feet, far too compelled by that world. But Fyodor was still his brother.


  And this woman will pay for what she’s done. All of them will.


   


  *


   


  It’s then she knows she’s made a terrible mistake. The blade pinning her hand to the table. The blood welling up and pooling between the fingers. They already beat her up. She should have kept her mouth shut. Telling him about Fyodor was only going to make him mad, but that’s what she wanted, and Skelly convinced herself that him being mad, being off balance, was a win for them, a win for the plan. But now she knows she pushed too hard, too far, too fast. She said what she said not because it was part of the plan—it wasn’t—but because she wanted to see the look in this motherfucker’s eyes when she told him his brother was dead, and she was the killer.


  A bad call, baby doll.


  And now everything is in jeopardy.


  Unless—


   


  *


   


  Nestor grabs her by the chin. Wrenches her face up. Tears pushing muddy mascara down her cheeks. He spits in her face. She cries out.


  “You fuck,” he says. “You little girls play at being bad-ass. Little gangs all over the town like children playing pretend. Pumpkin-heads and girls on roller skates and silly costumes and all that bullshit. Times are changing. We are the new Organization. We have new partners. Big partners. The El Gallo Nation. The Coonan-Cochran Gang. The El Salvadorans. The Hell-Riders. Real gangs. Real criminals. Not your softball, faggot-ass old white businessmen with all their little bitch-gangs lining up for a taste. We’re going to tear down the remnants. We’re going to tear open Hell itself and feed the people with its fruits. And we are going to get fucking rich atop your fucking bodies—”


  At first he thinks she’s crying. Head shaking, shoulders hitching, a keening banshee cry rising up from the back of her throat.


  And for a moment, that satisfies him greatly.


  Until he realizes that she’s not crying.


  She’s laughing.


  He grabs the hilt of his scout’s knife and presses it sideways—the flat of the blade opening the wound in her hand wider. Blood rises from the hole like water from a backed-up drain. Her laugh falters—but then keeps on coming, half a cackle, half a scream, wide-eyed, mad-eyed, howl-mouthed.


  “What?” he screams. “Why are you laughing?”


  “I didn’t just kill your brother,” she says between gulps of air.


  “Oh? Tell me. Tell me.”


  “We stole the book.”


  He lets go of the knife. “What?”


  “The book. The one Fyodor bought off my girl? We got paid, then stole it back.”


  “That’s not—that’s not possible. The buyer... the buyer is coming. Tonight.”


  Again she laughs. He wrenches the knife out of the table and out of her hand, then backhands her hard. She tilts sideways like a coat-rack falling over, tumbling out of the booth. Crumpled and broken like a shattered lamp.


  He grabs a fistful of her hair. “Come with me.”


  Then he drags her into the kitchen, through the double doors. His men—and woman, Dominika—follow after, guns slung over their shoulders. Nestor makes the journey hurt. Her legs scramble futilely on the tile, and any time she gets her feet under her he jars her sideways—banging her head into a counter, into a dangling soup ladle, into a shelf holding pans. And then he pitches her forward, so she slides across the floor and shoulders hard into a massive door. The freezer.


  Nestor throws open the freezer. Pulls her in there. Past racks of beef and lamb swinging. His breath is a cloud. The chill bites at him.


  There, in the back of the freezer:


  A safe.


  Tall as he is. Twice as wide. A Killheiser safe with a Sargent & Greenleaf 8500-level lock-and-dial. Torque resistant. Thwarts lock-punch attacks. Immune to X-Ray imaging. A tough beast of a safe. And she’s claiming they got in here?


  Bullshit.


  He kicks past her, goes to the door, spins the dial to each number (a date only he knows, the date he strangled his mother in a bathtub)—


  He pulls the door open.


  Inside: guns (and an RPG) on the left; on the right, file boxes, jewelry, stacks of cash, and at the very bottom—


  The book. The Maro Mergos. A book of bone and skin.


  He shakes his head. Whistles shave-and-a-haircut, then slaps the safe twice for the two bits. Nestor turns, points to the book with the knife.


  “That book?” he asks. “You thought you stole that book?”


  The woman looks up. She’s not laughing. But something on her face is wry, defiant, mocking. He grips the knife hard—


  Mikhail—buzzcut and broken nose—pokes his head into the freezer, past the others. “The buyer is here.”


  Nestor nods. “Send him back.” Then, to her, “You see that? I still have the book. And the buyer is here. And you, little whore, are about to die.” He grabs her hair, winding it around his fingers. He lifts her head and raises the knife.


  Then he sees something.


  She’s there. Shirt lifted just a little.


  He sees something tucked on the inside of the waistband of her jeans. A little black box. Flat. Green light winking. He lets go of her hair, grabs the device, and cuts it free from her pants—just as the buyer walks in.


  Big guy. Thick. Young—a real gorilla. Not what he expected. But he’s got a case, and that case should be filled with stacks of cash that’ll fit perfectly in the safe once this foolish book is taken out and handed off.


  Nestor gives him a side-eye. “You’re Candlefly? You don’t look like Ernesto.”


  The man nods. “I’m Alonzo. He said he told you he was sending me—”


  “Whatever,” Nestor hisses. Money is money. He looks at the little blinking device in his hand, then thrusts it under the woman’s nose. “What is this? What the fuck is this.”


  “An Amber Alert device.”


  “What? The fuck is that?”


  “Fifteen bucks at Wal-Mart,” she says, smiling woozily through busted mouth. “You put it on your kid’s jeans or in her backpack and then you can track her wherever she is. GPS. Pretty precise, actually.”


  He doesn’t get it. And he feels like he should. Something gnaws at his innards like he’s supposed to understand this—like this is a Rubik’s Cube he spins and spins but none of the colors ever seem to line up.


  So, he finally asks, “Why would you need this?”


  She laughs again: that mad laugh, that horrible sound bubbling up.


  “So they know where to place the explosives,” she says.


  Nestor blinks. “Explosives?”


  He doesn’t need to wait long for an answer to his question.


  Because suddenly the floor jerks and shudders as if some great giant has shouldered the mantle from beneath—this arriving along with a series of hard concussions, one right after the next, choom choom CHOOM—


  Everything drops. Because the ground is now gone from underneath them.


   


  *


   


  Dust fills his lungs and Nestor staggers upright, coughing into one fist while waving his other around, trying to part the clouds. He calls out, “Mikhail! Veronika! Anyone!” Someone nearby groans. Answers him in Russian: “What... what happened?”


  He blinks. Particulate matter stinging his eyes. All the sound that reaches his ears is dull, muted, a throbbing mumble swallowed by the lub-dub of his own beating heart.


  At his feet, someone rolls around. It’s the buyer. Candlefly. He’s clutching his middle like he’s been shot. Rolling around like a dog with gastrointestinal distress.


  Shit. Shit. What happened? What did that bitch do?


  Explosives. Something about explosives.


  He waves away more dust—and slowly, it all starts to settle, like ghosts gone back to the grave, weary after another restless haunting.


  His men emerge from behind him. Guns up. Scanning the plumes of dust and the darkness behind. There. There. A shape. A woman’s shape. By—by the safe. His safe! Now open because he opened it. Shit! She’s already got the book in hand. He can see the bone-white text, can see her handing it to someone—another woman, a woman who moves away fast, the sound of hard wheels hitting brick and stone. Skates.


  “Shoot!” he screams. “Shoot.”


  The woman starts to run.


  Guns go up.


  Just before bullets start to chatter—


  Foosh.


  Harsh beams from a pair of spotlights. He shields his eyes as the barking chatter of guns fills the air, shells bouncing and rolling, lighting up the space next to him—


  Then the lights click off again.


  The darkness of his eyes is again consumed with ghosts—these of light and distortion, ill-shapes and jellyfish blobs in his vision. His men have stopped firing and he yells—in a voice he can barely hear though it remains his own—“Keep shooting!”


  And they shoot.


  Bullets, ricocheting off something. A shape there in the shadowy passage ahead.


  He thinks, That’s not possible. A trick of the eye.


  Because surely he couldn’t be seeing a tank down here. A small tank, too—like something out of an earlier war, this ghost a machine ghost from conflicts forgotten.


  The men see it, too. Because they stop firing.


  And for a few moments, everything is again cast to darkness.


  But then the tank returns fire.


  A single gun spits a loud clatter of bullets—one cyclopean eye flashing.


  Everything moves in slow motion. Nestor turns. Tries to run. Heel skidding on dust and scree. He sees Mikhail’s face disappear. Veronika spinning about like a vodka bottle on an empty table. Oleg chewed to bits as if by vicious, invisible rats—bullets punching through him, pulling bits off.


  Nestor screams, catches one bullet right to the back of the head and—


   


  *


   


  Soon, the smoke clears.


  The top of the tank groans, the wheel on the lid spinning before it pops.


  Werth is first out. Mookie next.


  Werth hoots. “That was fun!”


  But Mookie doesn’t think so. This wasn’t fun for him. This was work. This was misery, putting Skelly out there like that. He hops down, and hurries to her side—Skelly, who stands there cradling a hand dripping blood, looking like she’s just been dragged underneath a car for about six miles. He reaches out with a pair of meaty hands, flips on one of the spotlights Burnsy had mounted to the Ford 3-Ton tank, then gingerly holds her in front of it, examining all her bruises and wounds. He can feel his heart kicking hard in his chest, burning through the Viridian in there like a steam engine scorching coal, a hot gunpowder burn—


  “That goddamn dirty sonofa—” he says, but she stops him with a finger to his lips.


  She smiles, woozy, and says, “He’s dead. I’m alive. We got the book. Baby, we got the book.”


  “Your hand. I shoulda never—Skelly, I’m sorry—your face—”


  “S’allright, sugar. I’m still pretty.”


  “Damn right you are.”


  He pulls her close—gently, carefully.


  But anger is part of who he is. It lives in him—a bear that never sleeps, never hibernates, quick to rouse. And before he even knows he’s doing it, he’s pulling away from her and stomping over to the pile of bodies there—


  He has no idea which one is Nestor Volodin. And he doesn’t care. Because all these monsters are responsible. Mookie lifts a boot and stomps on one head, then another, feeling skull give away beneath his boot, skin sliding over broken bone, scalp peeling—


  Skelly calls after him. Mookie hears Werth saying to let him go because he gets like this sometimes.


  Mookie growls, raises his boot again—


  The body beneath him rolls over. Hands up, shaking, waving. Teeth chattering as if the man is cold. Some thick-necked muscle-head. Russian, probably. Mookie growls a feral “fuck you” as he brings the boot up higher—


  “Wait wait nnnggh wait please, nngh shit wait—”


  The man’s accent isn’t Russian. His words are throttled by pain.


  “Who the fuck are you?” Mookie asks.


  “Alon... Alonzo Can-can-candlefly.”


  Then the man folds in on himself in a fetal tuck. Crying. Whimpering.


  “Candlefly,” Mookie says. He turns to the others. “This the buyer?”


  Skelly nods.


  Well, look at that.


   


  


  30


   


  They’re gone. Burnsy left. Hrothk is gone. The golem’s absence stings a little but I don’t pretend to know what goes in those rock-filled brains. Burnsy, though. That one hurts. I thought he trusted me. I thought I could trust him. For an ex-addict, he’s a judgey jerk, you know? Whatever. Good riddance. If he’s right about things, and I find out, I’ll stop. I’ll walk away and—god, what then? Kill myself? Eat a bullet? Jump into a hole. Damnit, I don’t know! I don’t want to think about that. He can’t be right. It can’t be true. I won’t allow that to be. Regardless, before he left, Hrothk at least left me a present: he found Ochre. Down there in the dark somewhere. He left it in his room, on his cot, the only thing that remained of him: a small tube of the golden stuff, looking like the dried-dirt column from the nest of a mud dauber wasp, like the ones that used to grow sometimes on the side of our house. So I’ve got Ochre and now all I need is Viridian. On that front, Ernesto Candlefly has yet to come through.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Down here, underneath Brighton Beach in Brooklyn, the walls have a damp, sea-brine stink. Some of the old sewer bricks in this tunnel have been popped out, replaced with bones—dog skulls, cat bodies, human skulls crushed and fit into place.


  The plan worked. Better than expected in some ways—worse in others. Skelly had the tracker so they knew where to plant the explosives—focused C4 charges courtesy of the Sandhogs. They were reluctant, of course. Mookie met with the new union head of the 147-and-a-half: Davey Morgan’s replacement, a little human bridge abutment named Sally Corners. Sally, gruff as a bulldog, hands dry and cakey like limescale on an old drain, threatened to blow his guts out with a sawed-off she kept in the Pig. Because, she said, Mookie destroyed their work on the water tunnel.


  He pointed out that, sure, but he also saved the other two tunnels.


  Which means he saved Manhattan. And their legacy.


  That got her. And her face told him she knew it all along.


  And so: a couple bricks of C4. Explosives aren’t a pair of scissors—they’re not real precise and if you’re not careful, you’ll kill someone. But she helped him work up a blast pattern (a series of dots) to allow him to bring the floor down without blowing everybody in the restaurant to bloody gobbets.


  The goal was the safe.


  The safe that wasn’t even supposed to be open but someone, Skelly—smart as the crack of a cat-o-nine tails—got them to open it and so that part was easy like Sunday morning. The downside was they kicked the shit out of her. And put a knife through her hand. A hand currently healing—the wound sizzling under the soft spread of emerald powder. Mookie’s starting to think that if the Green Grave had a motto, it’d be: “Saving you from the six feet under, one teaspoon at a time.”


  Of course, he’s almost out of Viridian again.


  But he’ll be seeing Bellbook and Woodwine soon. He’ll resupply then.


  The other win: Alonzo Candlefly.


  Muscle-headed Mookie-wannabe. Ernesto’s man.


  And also the buyer for the Maro Mergos.


  They drag Alonzo behind the tank. They drive it down under Brighton, to a drainage conduit: big round room under the street, like the hub of a spire with six smaller tunnels traveling away like the spokes of a wheel. Water and trash pouring down, cold and slushy—they’re calling for some questionable weather, apparently.


  One last gasping grasp of winter before spring.


  There, standing on one of the slippery brick walkways, Lacey Aces stands with the book. Mookie breathes a sigh of relief. He never liked handing the book off to her, but Skelly said that was essential. Just in case everything fucked them sideways, the book wouldn’t be there to fall back into monstrous hands. He thought she might skate off again, sell it right back to the Russians for a cool double-dip. But Skelly was sure the girl would come through, saying, “If she doesn’t, she knows my ghost will haunt her till she’s a ghost, too, and then I’ll feed her damned soul to the god-worms myself.”


  Turns out, Skelly had it right. Because there’s Lacey. And she’s got the book.


  They unhook Alonzo. He’s in pain. The daemons—they’re not supposed to be here in the Deep Downstairs. It’s killing him. Or at least twisting him up so bad he wishes he were dead. He’s sweating. Arthritic. Shaking like the last leaf on a tree in fall.


  Mookie kicks him in the ass.


  Alonzo whimpers and cries out.


  “Candlefly sent you?” Mookie asks.


  “Nnngh. I am a Candlefly.”


  “Right. Whatever. Ernie, I mean. Ernesto.”


  “Yeah, yeah, h... him.”


  Mookie hunkers down. Underbitten jaw grinding teeth as if to say, I could pulverize your bones between my teeth. You may look big. But I am big. I can punch you so hard you’ll shit out both your kidneys. He grabs the younger daemon’s face and turns it toward him. “You wanna see the sunlight ever again, here’s how this works: you’re gonna tell me everything you know about what’s going on with Ernie, my daughter, the wedding, all of it. And you’re gonna tell me why he wanted this book.”


  “I... I... mmmnot s’posed to—”


  Slap. Mookie brings a cupped hand down on Alonzo’s head. Right on the air. Like a thunderclap probably inside his head—his skull bouncing against the brick.


  “Spill it.”


  And he does.


  And when he’s done, Mookie holds his head and looks deep into the man’s trembling eyes—and he wrenches that head sharply to the left, snapping the neck. It doesn’t go all the way the first time. He has to wrench it a few times, like twisting a sapling until it splinters and breaks.


  The others goggle at him. Lacey looks horrified.


  Skelly, still holding her hand like a broken wing, says, “Babe, you didn’t—”


  “I did. It’s done. I can’t have one of Ernesto’s daemon flunkies out there. It’s not my job to be merciful. It’s my job to get shit done and get my daughter clear of this mess. He was an obstacle now. He’d a been an obstacle later. Fuck him. Let’s go.”


   


  *


   


  Early morning. Back at Mookie’s bar. Sun won’t be up for a few hours.


  Outside, snow has begun to fall. Big, fat flakes—like chips of coconut frosting, all the world glazed. They’re saying a few inches on the ground, maybe, by the end of the day.


  Skelly’s upstairs. Sleeping. She’s had a lot taken out of her. Mookie feels awful. Putting her through that. He wanted to be the one. But she said it’d mean more if it was her. That the Russians weren’t favorable toward the Get-Em-Girls and they’d see her as a prize—Mookie took a little umbrage at that, said he was a prize, too, damnit. He killed a couple of their thugs at the church, said they’d probably want a piece of him.


  But then she gave the reason that convinced him.


  “They’ll underestimate me, sugar. I’m a woman. They’ll walk me right up to the gates of Hell and hand me a key because never in a million years will they think I can really hurt them and their big bad borscht-stirring dicks. They’ll be afraid of you. We don’t want them afraid, honey. We want them relaxing their assholes—all the easier to cram our boot up there when the time comes.”


  She was right. But she paid the price for it.


  This thing has a higher and higher price every time he makes a move.


  That’s starting to scare him a little.


  Right now, though, he’s just gonna sit here. Listen to the faintest whisper of snow against the window. Eat some meat. All he had in the little fridge was a mild soppressata. Tongue. Belly. Face. Odd parts of the pig. That’s what sausage is—all the odd parts, the unwanted bits, the weird and worrying offal. Mixed with spices. Forcemeat pushed through to a casing made of intestine. And then people eat it. They eat something they’d never have eaten otherwise, never have desired given their constituent parts. Most people won’t eat the meat boiled off a hog’s skull. (Mookie would, but Mookie is Mookie. Mookie gnaws on pig ears, sucks meat from pickled hooves. He’d eat the squeal if you could package it.) But you stick it in a sausage and suddenly it’s all okay.


  People are weird. He doesn’t get people. But that’s why he does what he does. That’s why he works better down Below than up Above. He can punch a gobbo so hard the thing erupts into a rain of gobbo guts, but standing in line at the bank gives him the shivering shits. Interacting with Snakefaces? Fine. Talking to real people? Jesus fuck.


  The world isn’t palatable to him, and he isn’t palatable to the world.


  He’s the boiled face-meat, not the sausage.


  Whatever.


  The soppressata is good. He knows a guy who smokes his soppressata—not a euphemism for anything—and it’s damn good, if unusual. Mookie misses making charcuterie. He misses going to the farm. Selecting a hog. Hanging. Butchering. Curing.


  Maybe one day. Maybe when all this is over.


  His jaw works on the dry salami. He makes small satisfying noises. Exhaled moans. Little grunts. Words of bliss spoken in the back of his throat that never quite reach his lips. But suddenly those words are cut short—


  He’s not alone.


  And it isn’t Skelly.


  He whirls on the stool, kicks it out from under him, hand on his cleaver—


  Werth holds up his hands. “Slow your roll, cowboy.”


  “Goddamnit, Werth. Goddamnit.”


  “Sorry. Train’s, eh, not running. Snow.”


  “You coulda come in the front door.”


  “I went out the back. Still unlocked, so, I came in that way.”


  “Fine. Whatever.” He sniffs. “Sit. You want?” He holds the little cutting board of meat, gives it a little shake—a clumsy way to be enticing.


  “I still can’t stand that shit. You know what sausages look like to me? Dog dicks. Like, erections. Bright, red, long.”


  “You spend a lot of time looking at dog dicks?”


  Werth thumbs his dead tooth and laughs. “Funny.”


  “I’m a real chuckle-machine,” Mookie grunts.


  “I like hot dogs. You got any of those?”


  “Sausages look like dog dicks but most hot dogs are dog dicks. Dog dicks and possum assholes and four rat pubes per square inch.”


  Werth shrugs. “Protein, right?”


  They laugh. It feels good.


  “We had good times, eh, Mook?”


  “Maybe. Bad times, too. Good or bad we get the time we get. You’re back, so I guess we get some more, eh?”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “Huh?”


  “With the book. The plan.”


  “Jesus, you old goat, I don’t wanna talk about this shit right now. I’m tired. Been a long handful of days. I just want to... you know.”


  Werth nods. “Sure, sure. Yeah, of course.” But then thirty seconds later he’s saying, “You’re gonna get the book translated. Then head out to the West Coast. You only got, what, a week before the wedding? Cutting it close but I guess you’ll make it.”


  “Yeah, Sally from the Sandhogs says she knows a translator so tomorrow I’ll head into the city and—shit, Werth, I told you, let’s talk about something else—”


  But then Werth sniffs and coughs and licks his lips—nervous habits as the .38 snubnose he’s been hiding thuds against the bar top.


  The old goat doesn’t look over. Just stares forward, at the depleted racks of booze. Gun pointed that way, too.


  Shit.


  Mookie sighs. “Trains were still running, weren’t they?”


  “Ayup.” Werth nods, sucks air between his teeth.


  “So. How’s this gonna work? You’re gonna shoot me, take the book. That it? You were never back here to help me. Who you working for? Candlefly. Shit. Fuck. Fuck. Just like back with Zoladski. You fucked me then, gonna fuck me now.”


  “Not Candlefly,” Werth croaks. “Someone else.”


  “Who?”


  He hesitates. “Oakes.”


  “What?”


  “John Atticus Oakes is still down there. Alive and not-alive all at the same time. He took a dose of the Death’s Head, just like your little girl. But he went the other way. She tried to get out. He went deeper. The god-worms got to him. He’s the Skinless King now. Lord and maker of all those flesh-free freaks.”


  “You. Working for him. Ain’t that a bitch.”


  Werth itches his brow with the snubnose sight. “I didn’t come back to life because I had renewed purpose. I came back because he made me come back. He’s like, a... a necromancer or some shit. He would’ve skinned me too if it wasn’t for needing me to look like me in order to get close to you.”


  Mookie moves a slow hand down to his belt. Where the cleaver still hangs, sharp with purpose and heavy with hunger. He pops the snap.


  Werth looks up and wrinkles a brow.


  “Oakes is pulling for your girl. Not because he gives a dog dick or possum butthole about her but because she’s knowingly or unknowingly heading toward the edge of everything, and bringing the world with it. Something he calls the grand inversion. Above as Below, Below as Above, blah blah blah bullshit.”


  Mookie notices something.


  Werth’s throat twitches, pulses. Like a bird is trapped in his throat, trying to flap its wings and find a way out.


  What the—


  Werth holds the gun now like he’s praying with it. “And Oakes, well. He can’t have this book, the Maro Mergos, getting to her.”


  “So he sent you as the failsafe.”


  “He sent me as the failsafe. You end up with the book, it’s my job to make sure it doesn’t stay in your hands. And if that means chopping your hands and head off, well.”


  Mookie’s fist curls around the cleaver’s hilt. His knuckles pop. Goddamnit. Getting old is like that: his bones all creak and crackle now like ever step is him twisting up a sheet of bubble wrap.


  “I can’t let you do that,” Mookie says.


  “I know. And you won’t have to because I’m not gonna help Oakes.”


  The old goat’s throat starts really fluttering now—pulsing, twitching, like his heart is there in his esophagus, pounding fast, erratic. He winces. Bites down hard and swallows with a whimpering growl.


  “Werth—”


  “Mook. Oakes counted on me being a selfish fuckin’ prick, which has admittedly been my primary mode of existence through this ramshackle shit-box I call a life. But death is clarifying. He thinks I’ll do anything to save myself, keep walking around in the snow and the sunlight, but truth is, I did you wrong way back when and I’m here telling you all this now—” He staggers off the stool, clutching at his throat with one hand, his words gone to a gurgle. “—to make up for what I done, to warn you that bad things are coming, that if you don’t fix all this, everything we have will be done for. That wedding happens, the oldest, worst gods will slither up out of Hell and find this place is a playground for them and—” He grabs his throat and speaks past it, eyes bugging. “It’s your job to stop it. You’re not just saving your daughter, or the city. You’re saving everything. The whole world and then some—”


  Grrrk.


  Something comes up out of his throat. A black, slick thing. Like a hand, or a squid—and inky ropes splay from his lips and coil around his throat.


  Mookie grabs the cleaver, runs toward him.


  But Werth tilts the gun, shoves it in his mouth, and—


  Bang.
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  The dead squid thing looks like road tar given shape. Its tendrils wind through the body of James Werth, wrapping around his bones and into their marrow. He’s not much now—just a sagging sack, the skeleton jutting out, the flesh rent. No blood, not really. He was never alive, not truly.


  Mookie stands there for a long time. Skelly holds him as he tells her what happened. She gets him some coffee. Pours a little Owenon’s in it.


  Over time he steps away from the body.


  “I’m not a hero,” he says.


  “I know.”


  “You can’t trust me to make the right decisions.”


  “Nobody’s asking you to.”


  “He asked me. He told me.” Mookie guzzles the hot, whiskey-tinged coffee. “I saved the city and it was a fluke. I got lucky. Things are bigger now.”


  “You’ll figure it out.”


  “I won’t. I can’t.”


  “You have a plan,” she says. As he starts to pace she catches up to him, stands in front, reaches up with her one good hand (the other has already healed over, though she says it remains tender) and cups his stubbled chin and cheek. “Listen. Listen. You got this, sugar. You’re not the man anybody would’ve asked for but you’re the man the world is gonna get. Nora needs you.”


  He hesitates. “Do you need me?”


  She smiles, and he can’t tell if it’s sad or not. “I don’t, sugar. I don’t need anyone but me. But I want you. I want you to come back to me. So, go. Get out there. Find the translator. Get to your daughter. Do what ever daddy wishes he could: stop his baby-girl from marrying some skeevy little twerp before she ruins his world.”


  He nods.


  “That’s a pretty good pep talk.”


  “It just came to me.”


  He bends to her. They kiss. He’s the world and she’s the sky and that kiss is where they meet—everything in that moment is beautiful, shining horizon.


  “Go,” she says, pulling away.


  He grabs his parka from the hook by the door, and he’s gone.
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  Every girl is supposed to lose her mind when she finally picks a wedding dress. Isn’t that the thing? My mom always used to say, “Men always go on and on about their retirement. Women always go on and on about their wedding, or their daughter’s wedding, or their granddaughter’s wedding...” And I joked and was like, “Durr, white people be like, and black people be like, and what’s the deal with men and women, anyway?” And she laughed and then bonked me on the head with a wooden spoon. (Relax, like, in a funny way.) Thing is, I was never the type to care about my wedding. I never wanted to get married. Never wanted to have kids. And today? I saw my wedding dress. I walked into that room and there it sat in a glass case like it was some kind of precious museum artifact and... nah, nope, nothing. It’s cool. It’s not like your everyday dress. It’s red—like red as blood, red as crushed grape. The middle is a corset—whalebone, I’m told. Black lace at the bottom. The shoes have heel spikes I could use to impale a cat. Silver skulls on the front. Classy. Ernesto says it was his mother’s wedding dress. Which is either really sweet or really gross or something in between. It’s a nice dress. I’m going to look awesome in it. But I still don’t give a fuck about weddings.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  A few inches? Bullshit. The snow is already starting to pile up. It’s morning now, and the fat flakes keep falling—like little snowballs flung from the heavens. The wind kicks up, lets it all turn and whirl in the air. The sun is a smeary glow behind the clouds and the blizzard, and everything is bright and Mookie has to squint against it.


  The train is late. Commuters are starting to pile up. Give him looks as he stands out there on the platform, lower jaw jutting out, twin trails of steam-breath blowing out his nose. Snow mounding on his shorn scalp.


  The book—the Maro Mergos—hangs heavy in the bag hanging off his shoulder. Everything feels heavy, though. The book. The cleaver. Life. Death.


  Time feels like an inverted mountain, its peak pressing down between his shoulder blades. Everything pushing hard on him. Nora getting married (five days, a voice reminds). Skelly getting beaten up. Werth eating a bullet—dead once more, really dead, double dead. Working for Oakes, too. Oakes? The insane cartographer has gone and got himself a cult. The Skinless. Was that why they had the book to begin with? Was he looking for a way out of Hell? Did he find that way through Nora instead?


  Will the world really end if all this comes true?


  Nora marrying a Candlefly.


  Jesus.


  Mookie’s world will sure as hell end, even if the rest of it wakes up with the sunrise like any other day. Alonzo told him she was marrying a daemon named Owen. Said he was an artist. Ugh. Who the hell marries artists?


  His paternal instinct is to forget the translator, say fuck it and go and get on a plane while they’re still flying and find this Owen Candlefly and wad up his trachea like it’s a paper coffee cup and then kick him down into Hell where the gobbos can plant eggs in his asshole. But he has to do this right. He beats on this Owen character, Nora will only want the little artist more. He has to give her something. He has to offer her the book and its translation—has to show her that there’s another way.


  He has to be her hero.


  Her hero. Not the world’s hero.


  Fuck the world. This is for her.


  Finally, the train horn blasts in the distance.


   


  *


   


  The city’s still the city. School buses and taxi horns and someone yelling. Crowds pushing to work, school, home. A cab hits the brakes at one intersection, screeches, slams into a black sedan. Suddenly, two men erupt into the street, into the mess, screaming and flinging snowballs at each other, and as Mookie keeps walking, they start throwing fists.


  Nobody wants to admit it’s snowing like a sonofabitch, that it’s piling up. Gone beyond slush and slog, now it’s a proper precipitation.


  He doesn’t want to admit it, either.


  Snow is a hindrance. An obstacle. He needs fewer of those.


  He catches a cab, spends some of his last money on the ride. His chest itches. His mouth is dry like he’s got cotton balls under his tongue.


  Mookie knows the feeling. He’ll need Viridian soon. Which means after this it’s off to see the wizard: Bellbook and Woodwine. They’ll be wanting an update, anyway.


  The cabbie looks back. The driver’s a unicorn: a white, female cabbie.


  “Hey, how about this snow?” she asks.


  Jesus. Small talk. “It’s white,” he says. “And it’s cold.”


  “They’re saying it’s gonna be a bad one.”


  “What? Thought it was a few inches, tops.”


  She laughs, still gunning the cab through the muck. “Sorry, man. That’s old news. Something about a cold front off the coast is keeping this storm stuck here. In case you haven’t noticed, it’s a blizzard out there.” Clumps of snow smack against the windshield; the wipers squeak and push it off. “Won’t be long before this city’s a ghost-town. Worse than this, though, is that another storm is coming in tomorrow. One-two punch, man. Bad winter, bad winter. It’s like spring don’t wanna get sprung.”


  “Just get me to where I need to go.”


  “Not a chatty guy?”


  “Not a chatty guy.”


  “No prob, man, no prob.”


   


  *


   


  Way Mookie sees it, those who know about the Hell beneath their feet fall into two camps: the doers, and the thinkers. Doers do. They get their hands dirty. They go Below, they get shit done. They chip Blue out of the walls. They know what gobbo traps look like. They got boltholes and backdoors—or at least know someone who does. They carry maps not because they’re fascinating artifacts but because maps tell you how to get places, plain and simple.


  Thinkers? They’re spectators. Tourists. Intellectual types who want to talk about Hell without ever going deep. Maybe they’ve visited the Oddments Market to pick up a trinket. Maybe they’ve scurried around the Shallows, some book-read “urban spelunker” who wants to glimpse the glowing fungus and the goblin markings without ever being in real danger. A lot of things probably break out this way: some folks climb the mountain, others hang around at base-camp and talk about climbing the mountain. Some folks climb that mountain because it makes a good story. Others do it because they have a goal, a task, something that needs doing: finding a treasure, hunting a yeti, recovering the body of a loved one near the summit.


  Mookie’s a doer.


  This person he’s about to meet? She’s a thinker.


  Her name’s Ginger Singh, a professor at Columbia. Knows a lot about the Great Below without ever having set foot there. Mookie doesn’t understand these people. She’s like one of those people who loves baseball stats but has never been to a goddamn game.


  Christ. Mookie hasn’t been to a game in forever. He used to take Nora to Shea to see the Mets play. But now both NY teams have new stadiums and he hasn’t been to a single one of them. Suddenly, he wants to make that a new goal. Get Nora out of this wedding. Get her out of Hell. Go to a Mets game together. Eat popcorn. Drink beer. That can’t be a fantasy. He won’t let that be a fantasy.


  That’s one thing he feels for the thinkers, the tourists, the spectators: envy. They get to splash around in the shallow end and then go back to their normal lives. Sure, some of them go bugfuck moonbat nuts—but for most, it’s a hobby of curious oddities.


  Mookie walks between two lion statues—frosted with the white stuff—and heads to Fayerweather Hall. Takes him a while—he has to look at some of the standing maps now and again to figure out where the history building is—but somehow he navigates through the falling flakes (and the college students, all of whom look at him like, who let this gorilla out?) to the building.


  Singh’s a history professor. Basement office.


  He heads down two flights of steps.


  Fluorescent lights hang here in the basement hallways. They buzz and click. Bright, garish light punctuated by moments of darkness.


  Everything smells musty.


  But there’s something else, too.


  Oh, no. No, no, no.


  The door at the end of the hall is her door. Room 107.


  That door is half open. The inside of the room is dark.


  A pair of flies buzzes in the air in front of that door. Each chasing the other.


  Mookie feels detached. Disconnected. Drifting through open space knowing that something awaits, something terrible—he’s not sure what, but he feels hot and cold all at the same time, and the snow from his shoulders and scalp melt down his neck.


  He pushes the door open.


  Basement level means no windows in the room. Everything is just shapes: bookshelves, a table, some chairs, a globe, file cabinets.


  A desk.


  Behind the desk is a human shape, slumped forward.


  His soul sinks. She’s dead.


  But then: “Mr. Pearl?”


  Her voice is wet, broken, crackling. A flywing buzz vibrating behind each word.


  What light comes in from the hallway is trapped, glistening, along the margins of her shape. It’s then he realizes: she has no skin.


  “They got to you,” he says.


  “They awakened me,” she says. “I feel everything now. All pain. All pleasure. The breath of the world. The vibrations of the Great Below rising up through the floor and singing in the strings of my tendons.”


  “Fuck. Fuck.”


  The shape stands. The movement has a sound like bandages peeled off a clotting wound—slick, mealy, glutinous. Flies take flight.


  “I want the book,” she says.


  “Not a chance.”


  “We want the book. We are all awake now.”


  He hears doorknobs click behind him.


  All the office doors have drifted open.


  And into the flickering lights walk the Skinless.


  A short, fleshless man in a houndstooth jacket, but no pants. Another woman in a blood-soaked frock and scarf, skinned breasts hanging fat like ruined grapefruits. A third man—reedy, bent, skinless and naked but for the thick-lensed glasses held fast to his noseless face with X’s of scotch tape.


  They hiss and giggle. And begin to plod slowly toward him. A trail of red, glistening footprints trailing behind them. The flies land. The insects feed.


  “The Skinless King sends a message,” Singh hisses. “He wants you to know that your daughter is in good hands. She is favored. Her wedding vows will be the song that sings the world to sleep. The great inversion is coming. Below as Above. Above as Below.” She laughs, a discordant melody.


  Mookie reaches down for his cleaver.


  “I have a message for Oakes, too,” he says.


  They leap for him.


  And he swings the blade.


   


  *


   


  The lights of the office show that they did it to her on the desk. They skinned her there. All the blood. And hair. Bits of fingernails and a swatch of flesh with some kind of mandala tattoo on it. All of it stuck to a desktop calendar, the pages gluey with her leavings. Behind him, by the door of the office, lie the wet, red bodies. Heaped in a tangled pile of limbs. Their lives dispatched because, somehow, they were made into servitors for John Atticus Oakes, the self-proclaimed Skinless King.


  When he killed them, those black, tentacled things tried to rise up out of their mouths—little inky fingers flailing about. He chopped into those, too.


  He holds one up. A limb, oil-black creature. More shadow than flesh. It almost feels insubstantial in his grip, its body a dark void like—


  Like the Vollrath. The reaper-cloaks.


  Those things—matte black sheets haunting the labyrinth. Knives like fingers. Plunging those blades into his head, plumbing the depths of who he was and what he knew. He wonders: could these things be related? He hasn’t seen any Vollrath since that day down in the third water tunnel. When he and the others dispatched the beast that Zoladski had become: Vithra, a god-worm merged with his human form.


  The tentacle-thing drops from his hand—his fingers go slack, soft, a cold numbness shooting from his wrist to his shoulder. His knees go wobbly.


  Mookie hurries to find his little tin of Viridian. He scoops a spoonful into the furnace that is his heart. The world locks into place. His heart calms.


  Inside the tin, not much green stuff left. Three doses. Maybe four.


  He grinds his teeth. Everything feels dire.


  The translator is dead. But he has the book. That may be enough: the promise of what it can do for Nora. Maybe out there, on the West Coast, he can find somebody—maybe one of the Bellbooks can translate. Minerva has to know somebody.


  Which means it’s time to see the daemons.
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  I’m getting married in five days. What the hell is wrong with me?


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  He stumbles out into the cold with his jacket turned inside out—he can’t have folks seeing the bright red blood, so easy to spot against the white snow, even in a goddamn blizzard. This is not a good day for the cops to stop him and ask him what he’s been doing. (“Shit, not much, just chopping up a four-pack of skinless professors at Columbia University. You?”) He’s got to minimize that problem, stat.


  But other problems mount.


  No cab will pick him up. He took a little extra time to look through her stuff, see if she had anything at all on the subject of the Maro Mergos. (Spoiler alert: she didn’t.) In the short while that he was in there, the snow started to mount up, and the city did what the city rarely does. It closed schools. And once the schools close, it’s only a few short dominoes to fall before the whole city shuts down. Already they’ve announced that in an hour they’ll suspend subway service—and oh, lo and behold, there’s a delay. By the time a train gets to him, service will probably be done anyway.


  Fuck it. He can walk.


  Cross north of Central Park. Then down through the Upper East Side.


  But an hour walk turns into two pretty fast. Everything is hidden behind a bright curtain of whirling white. The walk is a slog—he’s already tired, and moving his boots through the piling snow takes more effort than he’d like. The wind whips. Stings his cheeks pink. Ice crusts on his eyebrows. Lips go dry, cracking like freezer-burned meat.


  But, finally, the daemon’s domicile. Bellbook’s place. He pounds on the door. Stabs the doorbell a few times. Inside he can hear the doorbell start. Then he interrupts it with another push, and another push, so that the ding never quite gets to the dong.


  Finally: footsteps.


  The door opens an inch. Woodwine looks out. Eyes bloodshot, half-lidded.


  Mookie smells whiskey.


  “Oh,” Woodwine says. “You.”


  “Lemme in. It’s a fuckin’ blizzard out here.”


  “Bellbook’s gone,” Woodwine mutters.


  “What?”


  “You lost your shot. The game is over. Other plans are in place. Go away.”


  Woodwine moves to close the door.


  Mookie has little interest in closed doors. He kicks a hard boot between the door and the frame, opening it wider. The daemon, John Wesley, lifts his lip in a fish-hook sneer and tries harder to slam the door shut—


  And he catches the door right to the face as Mookie gives it a shove.


  Mookie enters, bringing the wind and the snow with him. Woodwine sits on the floor, blood streaming down out of his nose in twin rivers.


  “Well,” Woodwine snarls, “why don’t you come on in, stay a while?”


   


  *


   


  The lights in the library are dim. A fire hisses in a small propane fireplace at the far end of the room. Mookie paces. Woodwine spins around, half-drunk, on a wheeled desk chair, a white towel made red against his face.


  “You keep hitting me in the face,” Woodwine says, “and I’m going to need plastic surgery. Know any doctors who can fix the Mookie Pearl special?”


  “Shut up. What the hell do you mean Bellbook is gone?”


  “I mean what I mean, which is that she took her things and left. When I inquired about our dear friend Mookie Pearl, she shrugged like you were someone of little consequence. A crisp our time with that man has run its course, and then she was out the door, off to the Left Coast, La-La-Land, the City of Broken Angels.”


  “Why? Why did she leave? I still have time. I still have time.”


  “Time is never fixed. The time you had was the day we gave you when you woke up out of your stupor. Any additional time you took was you burning the rope we were using to save you.” Woodwine’s face suddenly goes slack. Like he’s tired of propping up his vinegar tongue. “Mookie: someone attacked the Shifting Prison. It’s where the Bellbooks manufacture their Viridian. Everyone decided that this had gone on too long. So it’s... being handled, now.”


  “Being handled. Being handled. Fuck does that mean? Nora—”


  “They’re going to kill her.”


  Mookie feels woozy. He leans against one of the shelves. Books wobble, though none fall. “I gotta get out there. I have the book.”


  “And a translation?”


  “None yet.”


  “It’s something.” Woodwine spins, juggling his heels along the ground to give him a bit of momentum. “But it won’t matter. You’re stuck here, I’m afraid.”


  Mookie bumrushes Woodwine. Boots stomping, then skidding. He grabs Woodwine by the rumbled collar of his red flannel, stilling the spinning chair and bringing the man’s nose to within an inch of his own. “How am I stuck here?”


  “She canceled the open ticket.”


  “I can still fly.”


  “There’s a blizzard outside, in case you’ve already forgotten.”


  “Some planes might fly. It’s mid-day. Maybe by tonight—”


  “There’s one more thing.”


  “Tell me.”


  “You’re on the...”


  “Tell me.”


  “She put you on the no-fly list.”


  “The what?”


  “The TSA? The people who govern the flying of the planes and airports and all that? Since 9/11 they’ve kept a pretty robust no-fly list. Most of them are false-positives, just bullshit names that got on there accidentally. But it takes moving mountains of paperwork and red tape to get your name off that list. Meanwhile, if you’re on it, they won’t let you get to your gate much less on an airplane.”


  Mookie’s fist unclenches.


  The daemon drops back into the chair. It rolls back a few inches before Woodwine stops it with a heel.


  “I...” But Mookie can’t manufacture any words. His head is just noise. It’s not thought. It’s not a pot brimming with solutions. It’s just wordless, high-volume vibration. Anger and fear. Sadness and anxiety. Doing a shrieking do-se-do on the dance floor of his mind. Mini-movies play out: his daughter in a wedding dress. Her throat slit. The world ending. All of it happening in reverse. Then replaying. Again and again.


  He has to get there.


  He has to save her.


  You’re her hero.


  Every father should be his daughter’s hero. No matter what. No matter how it shakes out. That’s the job. That’s the dream. A job he’s failed, a dream he’s made into a nightmare. He has to get to Los Angeles. He has to.


  He paces. Woodwine is saying something, but he can’t hear. Won’t hear. He runs through idea after idea: thoughts cutting through the noise now, each notion a machete. Dull at first but sharpening quickly: Criminals need to fly. Criminals can’t always fly on the record. TSA. No-fly. How to bypass? Zoladski did it. Flew to Philly. Chicago. Poland, sometimes. He had a—


  And that’s it.


  “My old boss had a guy,” Mookie says. “He’d fly out of... ehhh, White Plains. Westchester Airport. He lives up there. That’s how I’ll do it.”


  “For free?” Woodwine snorts. “I hardly see that happening.”


  Mookie pauses. Grins a mean grin. “You got money, I bet.”


  “You’re serious.”


  “Give it to me. All you got.”


  “You’re shaking me down.”


  “And you’re gonna pay up.”


  Woodwine stands—moving with speed Mookie doesn’t expect. For someone half-drunk and face-punched, he’s lickety-quick. “You think you can take me, Mookie?”


  “You really think I can’t?”


  It comes over the daemon quickly: like a pebble thrown into a pond, silver waters rippling and shivering. His face warps, and then it’s no longer human. His cheeks and mouth bulge with sharp teeth. His ears are longer now, pointed at the tip, drooping at first but then standing tall like flowers that just saw the sun. Eyes gone yellow and rheumy—like a jar of formaldehyde. Woodwine’s visage is gone. The face of a beast stares back, lips peeling, showing stained teeth jutting from raw, red gums.


  “The fuck?” Mookie asks.


  Woodwine snarls. “The Woodwines have the blood of the wild in us. The knotty heart of all the old trees, the blood-bait breath of hoary beasts. This is who we are and who we have been.” He extends his hands—still human, but now tipped with inch-long nails, black, curved, clicking together. “You still think you can take me?”


  Mookie answers honestly. “Yeah.”


  “Really?”


  “I’m willing to give it a shot if you are.”


  John Wesley laughs: something closer to the sound of a hound barking in its sleep, yip-grr, yip-grr, but it’s easy enough to hear the amusement there. One blink later, and the human countenance has returned. Woodwine looks once more like the scruffy man that Mookie knows him to be.


  “Fine,” Woodwine says. He goes to a leather backpack by the glass desk at the other end of the room, pulls out a wad of money. The daemon thrusts it at Mookie, waves it about. “Five hundred bucks there. Won’t be enough, probably.”


  “It’ll have to be.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “One more thing I need.”


  Woodwine winces. “I know what you’re gonna ask for, and it’s gone.”


  “It can’t be. Jesus, I only got a few more teaspoons left—”


  “Minerva took the Green, Mookie. Wasn’t much here, just a few tins, but she scooped them all up and they left with her yesterday. I’m sorry.”


  “That’s my life.”


  “You make it to the West Coast alive, maybe you’ll find some there.”


  “Yeah. Okay. Yeah.” He nods, not sure if any of this will happen or can happen. He’s waltzing on thin ice here. Dark water deep underneath the fragile surface.


  On the way out, Mookie asks, “Why now?”


  “Why now what, Mookie Pearl?”


  “Why you go all wolf-man on me here, today? You had a chance before when I busted your face. And earlier, too.”


  He shrugs. “It takes a lot out of me. Bringing something like that to the surface.”


  “Yeah. Okay.”


  “I’d tell you to travel safe, but I don’t think that’s really in your wheelhouse.”


  “Safe ain’t the point, so no.”


  “Hope you save your daughter.”


  “Me too.”


  Mookie exits, back out into the blizzard. The first thing he does is call Skelly and tell her she needs to go to the pile of papers and business cards on the rickety card table he calls a desk. He needs a phone number, and he needs it now.


   


  *


   


  John Wesley Woodwine looks out the front as Mookie pulls a phone out of his pocket—little phone, big hand, almost comical. Then the big thug walks and ten feet later the blizzard seems to swallow him whole. He’s there, and then he’s gone.


  The daemon sighs.


  Then he goes and pours himself another two fingers of really good whiskey. His mouth still tastes of blood and meat. The ghost of gristle between teeth that were just fangs—the memory of fear-stink, of chasing prey through tall grass. He uses the whiskey to wash that out of his mouth.


  Woodwine pulls out his phone and makes a call.


  Minerva Bellbook answers promptly.


  He tells her, “Our friend came by.”


  “Pearl.”


  “He was not thrilled.”


  “His time has passed. I kept the door open as long as I could.”


  “I tried telling him that.”


  Bellbook is quiet. Then, “He’s still coming out here, isn’t he?”


  “He sure thinks so.”


  “Isn’t it a blizzard there?”


  “Mm-hmm,” he says with a mouth of whiskey, tongue burning, cheeks scorched.


  “He is determined. The thick-skulled usually are.”


  Woodwine coughs. “He’s smarter than you think.”


  “You’re right. But little of this matters because the girl will be dead by the time he arrives. We’ve found our assassin—a funny confluence of events, that.” He hears her sip something: coffee, or tea, maybe. “Besides, I’m wondering if Pearl will even survive the flight. More and more I’m thinking it was a mistake to ever think he wouldn’t encounter...” She lets her voice trail off, a balloon with the air leaking out.


  She won’t say it. Few will, so as not to draw their attention. The Aerie.


  “I don’t think they’ll care about him,” Woodwine says.


  “They may. He has the stink of Hell all over him. Inside him, even.”


  “They didn’t stop you.”


  “They did once. But I passed their test.”


  He shudders. “Well. Here’s hoping they leave him be.”


  “It’s of no consequence whether they do or do not. Pearl is no longer a concern.”


  “You’re a cold cucumber, Minerva.”


  “We must be cold to persevere. Warmth and sympathy are weaknesses. I will not let the world die because I was weak. You. Me. We are all expendable.”


  “Good to know,” he says. Then he ends the call.


  The whiskey tastes suddenly bitter.
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  Really, brain? I’m getting cold feet? This couldn’t be a less conventional marriage—daemons and magical keys and mysterious in-between realms. And yet, here I am with conventional anxiety over the whole thing. It doesn’t help, I guess, that I keep wondering if what Hrothk and Burnsy said is true. Grand inversion. Hell breaking open. The skies falling. Awesome. Never mind the fact that Ernesto hasn’t even found a source of Viridian yet—no way to make the key, no way to enter the interstitium. Do I really want this? Yeah. But am I really willing to go through with it? That’s a whole different question, and I don’t have the answer to it yet.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Headlights cut through the dying blizzard.


  A black SUV pulls up out front.


  Door opens, a little man steps out. Older fellow. Mid-sixties, maybe. Withered and reduced—a shrunken-head quality to him. He pulls a baseball cap over his head and cinches closed an old barn jacket and totters over to the hangar door, steps inside.


  Mookie watches him from the window of the hangar office and turns to meet the man as he comes in.


  The older fellow dusts snow off his shoulders, sleeves, pants.


  “You Zoladski’s man?” the older fellow asks.


  “Nngh,” Mookie grunts, leans against the desk. “You Alfie, the pilot?”


  “Sure am.” Alfie looks around. “Where’s Konrad?”


  Mookie hesitates. “He’s dead.”


  “I know he’s dead,” Alfie Komarski makes air quotes as his lips twist into a surly scowl. “But you said—”


  “I said what I said to get you up here.” Mookie called, told the man that Konrad faked his death to avoid a whole RICO investigation. And that he now needed a way out of the city for good. Not tomorrow. Tonight. “I need to fly somewhere.”


  It looks like someone just cut the older fellow’s puppet strings. He slumps against the wall, almost knocks a corkboard over. “I thought Konnie... it sounded like him, faking it. God. Jeez. He and I came up together. Abington. Philly.” Then he narrows his eyes. “You lied to me, young man. We ain’t flying anywhere. It’s a blizzard out there.”


  “It’s dying down. Weather says it’ll be over soon.” Outside, the curtain of snow has pulled back. Now it’s just a handful of fat flakes swirling and spiraling.


  “It’s risky.”


  “They have the runways plowed.”


  “I know, because they have to do that. FAA. And it doesn’t matter because it’s still risky. Still gotta de-ice the wings and—you know, who cares? I don’t care if it’s a goddamn tropical day out there, all sunshine and calm winds, not a cloud or a pigeon in sight. Because I don’t know you. And I don’t wanna know you. I had loyalty to someone, and you ain’t that someone, young man.”


  Alfie Komarski turns back toward the door, waving Mookie off.


  Back out into the snow. The SUV lights blink as Alfie thumb-punches the key-fob. Grousing and grumbling all the way.


  Mookie isn’t fast, but he’s faster than this guy, and by the time Alfie gets to the car door, there’s Mookie. Blocking it. With his cleaver out.


  “It’s gonna be like that, huh?” Alfie asks.


  “I got a daughter. She’s in danger. I need to fly.”


  Alfie sniffs, squints against the cold and the snow. “I got a daughter, too.”


  “Paula, I know. Paula Thompson, married to Gary Thompson. Living in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Address is 544 Covered Bridge Road—”


  Alfie’s eyes are little shining dimes—flashing with anger. “Lemme guess. It’d be a real shame if something happened to them.”


  Truth is, Mookie hates this part. He has nothing against this old man. But this is it. This is the last shot he has. “I got a role to play here. I wanna save my daughter, that means I do what I gotta do even if I don’t wanna do it. So, yeah. It’d be a shame.”


  The old man hesitates. “Where you need to go?”


  “Los Angeles.”


  “Jeez, that’s a helluva flight you’re asking me to make. In a snowstorm.”


  “Ain’t snowing at 30,000 feet.” Mookie’s not actually sure about that—he’s never been on a plane, to be honest. But it seems right, so he runs with it. “You got a—a what, a jet? Fuel up. We can make it.”


  “You better hope we can.”


  “So you’ll fly?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  Mookie shrugs. “We all got a choice. It’s either the rock or the hard place every time.”


  “And which one are you?”


  “I’m both.”


   


  *


   


  Takes time to prep the flight. Mookie hides on board—Alfie’s gotta do some kinda pilot voodoo to get clearance to fly. Flight manifest and a quick inspection and all that. Meanwhile, they hose down the wings with a spray—deicing juice or something.


  The plane is a private jet. Alfie runs a business—mostly defunct now, since his biggest client was the Organization. An SJ30, Alfie called it. Mookie doesn’t know an SJ30 from a school bus, not really—what he knows is that the jet is sleek, like a shark. Sharp wings, tall fin, couple of... what are they? Turbines? Couple of turbines at the tail.


  Inside, it’s all laminated woods and plush beige leather. Smells faintly of cigars and cologne—and behind that, a creeping mold. The armrests are dusty. Alfie hasn’t been flying this bird much lately.


  Eventually, Alfie comes back. Again peppered with snow atop his Yankees cap. His mustache twitches when he speaks. “You ready to fly? Maybe die?”


  “Just get us up there.”


  “I could call the cops, you know. Maybe I already did.”


  “Maybe you didn’t. You used to pilot the biggest crime boss New York has seen in fifty years. You don’t want them dicing you up, picking through your pieces.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Alfie turns, heads back up the aisle to the cockpit. But then he turns around. “You ever fly before?”


  “No.”


  “You sure picked a fun night for your first flight. Buckle in, young man, because this is gonna be one bumpy goddamn flight.”


   


  *


   


  On takeoff the plane skids and slides, the engines roaring, the wings grinding and making sounds like an angry robot. Mookie thinks that’s bad, but it only gets worse once they lift off. The plane dips and ducks. Wings wobble. This iron bird is flying drunk, and suddenly Mookie’s wondering if the man at the wheel behind the cockpit door is young enough to do this right. He’s old. Hasn’t flown in a while. Does he have all his faculties? Mookie should have waited. Maybe taken a train. Amtrak. Or The 13 Train. Or goddamn, he has four days—he could’ve driven to the West Coast. Sure, yeah, that would be cutting it close but any speed he gains by flying doesn’t make a whip-lick of difference if they plunge to the earth and end up a burning, smoldering blood-smear across the snowy nowhere.


  The plane judders and shudders. Like it’s all going to come apart.


  Mookie imagines that. Bolts spinning loose from the vibrations. A turbine dropping off. The plane going into a wild spin—


   Man wasn’t meant to do this. To fly. Mookie gets that now. He understands that he’s in a winged metal tube defying the physical laws man is supposed to follow—laws set by some divine operator at the dawn of man.


  This plane is just a really big fucking casket.


  Goddamn goddamn goddamn. He grabs the armrest hard enough to wrench it off its mooring. He tosses it into the seat next to him.


  His bowels feel like they’re hanging from the bottom of the plane.


  The plane climbs, clawing its way through the clouds.


  Through the blizzard.


  Jesus shit fuck he’s going to die everything was for naught his blood feels like a 7-11 Slurpee and he hears it rushing behind his eardrum and—


  Then the plane levels out.


  The intercom clicks on.


  Alfie’s voice comes over the speakers.“You fill your diaper yet, you big baby?”


  Mookie thrusts up a middle finger, which nobody can see.


  Then he reclines and tries to sleep.


   


  *


   


  The plane, flying smooth for a while, suddenly rumbles. Like a shiver. A small tremor. Enough to jostle Mookie awake from an ill-fated nap with dreams—of what, he could not say—that leave him with a feeling of septic unease settling in the lowest part of his gut.


  He stretches. Bones pop. Teeth grind.


  He listens.


  Just the engine noise. Humming along.


  Once more, smooth sailing.


  But then—


  The plane jostles. Like it shoulders into a pocket of hard air. Mookie goes to grip the armrests but remembers one is sitting next to him because he ripped it off.


  He starts to feel dizzy. The anxiety clawing its way through him—like rats clambering through the walls of a house, tearing down insulation, eating up the wires—is burning through the furnace that is his heart. He feels it there: his chest hot like he’s got a scoopful of hot coals nesting above his stomach.


  Mookie reaches, grabs the tin—


  Scoops one of the last little hills of Viridian into his chest-hole.


  Everything stabilizes.


  His breathing returns to normal. He feels like a pregnant woman—like, when Jess was pregnant with Nora, she had to do this special breathing. Hoo hoo hee hee hoo hoo hee hee. Shallow breaths, then one deep one, then shallow breaths again.


  He tries to tell himself, You’re gonna see Nora soon.


  That helps. It really helps.


  The plane shudders again. Harder this time.


  “Goddamn.” He stiffens. Presses his right foot down hard, like he’s driving a car and all he has to do is apply the brakes to make it stop.


  He lifts the window cover, half-expecting to see the wing hanging off by a couple cables and wires, sparking and snapping. But he can barely see the wing at all. Just a gray shape lit up by a blinking red light—blink, blink, blink.


  Then, one time it blinks—


  And he sees something out on the wing.


  Human-sized. Maybe bigger. With wings. Big, dark wings—


  But then the light goes out and blinks again and—


  Nothing. Nada. Nichts.


  It’s like that scene from that movie. The Twilight Zone movie. Who was the actor? Shatner did the original but the remake was—who? Lithgow. John Lithgow.


  He’s just imagining things. Gremlins on the wing.


  “Get it together, Pearl,” he tells himself.


  Then turbulence. No longer just a bounce or a bop, now it’s full-bore bumpy air. Like a car driving over a pocked and pitted gravel driveway. Mookie goes to tighten the seatbelt, then yells out, “Hey, what the fuck, Komarski?” But of course Alfie can’t hear him because the cockpit door is closed.


  Mookie suddenly wishes for Hell. At least down there, everything is stable. Rock-solid. Up here everything is as firm and true as a gust of wind caught in a closing fist.


  Growling, Mookie unsnaps the seatbelt. Which scares him. Not that a seatbelt would do much for him—it’s an illusion, he thinks, like the oxygen masks or flotation devices because your plane crashes, that’s it, game over, fuck you, enjoy turning to blood vapor or char-bones as the plane becomes a rocket crashing into the side of a mountain. Still, even the illusion of safety is something to cling to—


  But he’s gotta talk to Alfie. Alfie will reassure him. Tell him that this is all situation normal, quit being a big baby.


  He makes his way down the cabin aisle. Big hands grabbing each seat-back.


  He grabs for the cockpit. Swings the door open.


  It’s then he knows how truly fucked he is.


  Alfie isn’t just dead. He’s been torn apart. An ear is stuck to the inside of the window. A scalp hangs from the flight stick, and a blood-caked baseball bat sits just underneath it. It’s all ribbons of flesh and ropes of viscera.


  The only other person on board this plane is dead. The pilot is dead.


  Outside, lightning flashes in the clouds.


  And when it does, Mookie sees something sitting on the nose of the plane. Crouched there like a gargoyle. Then, in a flutter of shadow, it’s gone.


  The plane starts to dip.


  Mookie steadies himself on the pilot’s chair, but feels his hands come away slick with the man’s insides. He braces against the door instead.


  The nose of the plane drops farther. Mookie’s center is gone. Vertigo lashes him like a choking rope. He turns—not sure what to do, wondering if there’s a parachute onboard this plane somewhere. Gotta be, right? Isn’t that a safety standard? Or is he just making that up? He’s probably just making that up. Fuck!


  Soon as he turns to look out over the cabin—


  The plane shakes like it was hit with a fist. It drops hard. Mookie doesn’t drop with it—and he slams his head into the top of the plane. He crashes into the seats, seeing stars streaking and smearing across his vision—a supernova of pain blowing up behind his eyes. The cabin lights go off. Then back on: now emergency red. Oxygen masks suddenly pop from their compartments like Jacks-in-the-Boxes.


  The jet booms again.


  And then—a sound like tearing metal.


  Mookie looks up.


  Just in time to see the tail of the plane twist and tear free. Taking a handful of seats with it. They spiral off into black night and gray cloud. Another lightning flash and Mookie sees the tail disappearing, that image freeze-framed in his mind’s eye. He cries out but he can’t hear his own voice. Everything is sucking wind and screaming engines. He feels the air grabbing at him. Pulling him toward the hole in the back of the plane. A little voice just tells him to go with it—in that surrender he’ll at least be allowed some small moment of peace as he falls, alone, through the skies.


  He’s knocked from that small, peaceful thought by another wrenching sound—


  Gung gung gung—


  Then a tearing, banging gong.


  One of the wings breaks off. Slams into the side of the plane. A rain of glass. The whole thing starts to come apart. Mookie pitches forward, boots over head, end over end. Glass and metal and golden sparks in the dark blue.


  A streak of fuel behind the plane—


  A bloom of fire as it catches, cascades, bright, scorching—


  And then it all stops.


  It goes from fast to slow to frozen. Embersparks held fast in air. Glass hanging, as if fixed in amber. The plane, breaking apart all around him—but stopped, as if someone hit the pause button. Mookie hangs, breathing, eyes moving in his skull but otherwise unable to shift his body no matter how hard he tries.


  Something moves at the tail-end of the plane. A shape that is human, but with lithe, almost lupine movement. Wings stretch wide, twitch, then fold inward—


  It isn’t alone.


  Another shape. Coming in behind it.


  One leaps up on the broken seats to the right. The other winds through the shattered parts on the left. That one has wings like a dragonfly. The other’s wings are black, slick—like a crow’s. Mookie sees a pair of faces that don’t make sense, faces whose flesh shifts as the bones beneath them collapse and reform again and again. He sees insect eyes, chittering mandibles, serpent tongues, holes appearing in leathery flesh and hard spires like the beaks of baby birds thrusting up through those spaces—


  The faces change. Wolf muzzles. Fish-egg eyes. Crab pincer tongues. The wings change, too—wings like those of flies, then wings made of flies, then spines and spires strung together with strands of rotten flesh—


  He smells ozone and lightning. Hot wet wind and cold air.


  Mookie struggles. Tries to scream and all he gets is a high-pitched keening. Like a banshee wailing behind a mouth stuck with duct tape.


  The one comes up overtop him—arms and legs bending the wrong way, clinging to the broken baggage compartments. The other slithers up underneath him, cradling him.


  Still, he can’t move.


  The one’s face becomes that of a praying mantis, but with human eyes.


  The other is a shifting carousel of eyes, mouths, holes, winding around and around as it comes up alongside him.


  Breath of fog. And a mix of smells that don’t add up: roadkill, metal, bug spray, rose petals, wet paper, hot coffee. He tries not to throw up.


  They do not speak, not exactly—he hears them in his mind. Two voices joined as one, separate but together.


  WE ARE AERIE. WE ARE SKYBORN.


  The sound of them in his ears, in his mind, is a clamor of noise: breaking windows and shrieking kettles and the winds of an F5 tornado ripping apart a trailer park. A cloud of locusts, a spider chewing a fly, a tree falling and splintering—


  “Please...” he grunts. “My daughter...”


  YOU HAVE THE STINK OF THE UNDERNEATH UPON YOU. YOU ARE INVADER. YOU HAVE BEEN JUDGED. PREPARE FOR EVISCERATION.


  Mookie feels his heart churning through the Viridian—the Green Grave fueling him, scouring his insides. He winces, pushes with everything he has—


  The thing above him twists its arm downward, bones ratcheting. Its hand becomes a hundred bone spires, each as big and long as a carpentry nail—


  But Mookie’s hand moves, too. Like he just popped it free of a set of handcuffs. He moves fast, unclips the snap holding the cleaver in its sheath—


  The creature beneath him catches his hand as it closes on the cleaver. He roars, tries to wrench his hand away—


  The winged thing twists his arm. His wrist snaps. Bones through flesh in a compound break—like the metal skeleton of an umbrella tearing through its fabric.


  The cleaver drops from a hand that no longer feels anything.


  WAIT.


  THINGS HINGE.


  IS HE A PIVOT? THE PENDULUM SWINGS—


  Through the white fire lancing up from his broken wrist to his shoulder and into his heart, he hears their shared voices... arguing?


  HE IS COMPROMISED.


  YES BUT SALVATION RESTS UPON HIM.


  CHAOS HAS CHOSEN?


  CHAOS HAS CHOSEN.


  BEDLAM’S CHAMPION. BURNS FROM THE SKIES OF FIRE.


  One of them reaches out with a broad-fingered hand, a human hand—


  TO REMIND YOU.


  HEAVEN’S TOUCH IS HOTTER THAN THAT OF HELL’S.


  The hand catches aflame.


  It grabs Mookie’s skull—


  He smells his own scalp cooking.


   


  *


   


  The world bounces—wheels skid on tarmac and Mookie screams himself awake, kicking out with both knees hard enough to break the back of the seat in front of him. He pats at his arm and feels for his cleaver—arm, unbroken. Cleaver still at his hip. Though the smell of charred flesh still clings to the inside of his nose like a greasy film, the scent of his own meat roasted by a nightmare’s hand...


  Over the intercom, Alfie’s voice.


  “Touchdown.”


  He stands up. Mookie grips the now-broken seat in front of him as the jet slows. Outside the window is the faintest glimmer of sunrise glowing at the edges.


  The plane taxis. Brakes hiss, and the whole thing hitches to a stop.


  The cockpit opens and Alfie looks out. “Rough flight, eh? You asked for it.” He starts walking down the row between the seats. “Nice out there, though. Sixty-five degrees already and gonna be sunny as a cup of—” He stops and stares.


  “What?” Mookie asks. “Fuckin’ what?”


  “Your head.”


  Mookie reaches up, feels at his scalp—it’s burned. Scarred. Not fresh. Not a new burn. But old. Like it’s been there his whole damn life.


  It wasn’t a dream. It happened.


  “Get me off this plane,” Mookie says, breathless.


  Alfie shrugs. “Welcome to Los Angeles, young man.”


  


  PART SIX


   


  NORA
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  The god-worms sang me into almost-death, a song I still hear now, filling my lungs and heart chambers and other human spaces. They sang to me as cankerpedes cut free my skin. The feeling of the Death’s Head, pulverized in my gut and forced through my arteries, felt less like a drug and more like a frequency. The ancient worms promised me that they would take care of me as long as I helped them accomplish the one thing they could not accomplish for themselves: they wanted to be free, and that was a gift I hoped so dearly to give them.


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  It’s a black dog following after her, these doubts. Nora comes away from her latest meeting with Ernesto and Owen—the older daemon with some small smile said, “I think I’ve found a new source of Viridian,” and left it at that and of course she didn’t ask any more questions because really, does she want to know?—and now she wanders back through the sewers and buried culverts underneath Los Angeles, winding her way toward the old Prohibition tunnels where she still makes her bed.


  Above her, sometimes, she hears the living world. Cars, mostly. At one point she must be under a highway, the 405 or something, because it’s a steady thrum of traffic—like being inside a vein as blood rushes to the human heart, through all the meat and the bone and the pockets of fluid.


  She knows she’s close to the surface because of the headache. It pushes at the center of her head, above her eyes. Sometimes it feels like a finger pushing. When she gets too close, it starts to feel like a knife instead.


  That’s when she remembers how badly she wants to be up there. Away from this place. Shut of these damned—damned—headaches. She would kill right now just to be smelling all that exhaust from all that traffic. Feeling the meager grass from beyond the highway’s shoulder underneath her feet. Feeling wind and air. Visiting the cenote was nice at first, but now it’s just a reminder of what she can’t have—the margins of her cage seen and felt oh so clearly.


  I want to see a sunset again.


  Sometimes it’s big things like that. Mostly it’s little things. McDonald’s food. Kids playing at a playground. Dogs barking. A whiff of flowers somewhere. Music booming in a car as it drives past. Wind in trees. Planes overhead.


  She remembers that in Brooklyn, in Dumbo, there was this little coffee house—not some hoity-toity little baristaville like most of the places, but a dingy black-box hole in the wall where it was less about the coffee and more about the shitty-but-occasionally-genius art on the walls, or the shitty-but-rarely-genius poets who always seemed to be reading on stage through a little Fender amplifier. Everything hand-painted and hand-made and all so totally amateur. She loved it. You weren’t allowed to smoke in there but everyone smoked out back on the patio and the smoke blew inside. Smells of coffee and patchouli and hipster douches who use natural deodorant.


  It was so not her jam.


  And yet here, right now, she misses the hell out of that place.


  Over the last couple days, these memories have been coming to her—no, not coming to her, but rolling over her, the way the high tide crashes over a jetty.


  And these memories hit her and they’re always followed up by a final bitter wave, a crushing fist of debris and poison:


  What if it all goes away?


  That’s what Burnsy said would happen. That’s what Hrothk apparently said—before he bailed on her. Her anger at the two of them shocks her. She’s angry because how dare they. She’s angry because fuck them for leaving. She’s angry because... because they might be right.


  What if it all goes away?


  And it’s then she knows.


  She can’t go through with it.


  Oh, god, she really can’t, can she?


  Nora slumps back against a crooked, shattered wall of granite, and she feels like the air has been sucked out of her lungs. Tears threaten to break the seawall of her eyelids, and she tries furiously to blink them back. She cries out in sudden, unexpected anger and almost punches the hard rock. Instead all she can do is stomp her foot down in a toddler’s manifestation of rage.


  “Damnit damnit shit,” she says.


  When did this happen? This conscience? For so long she prided herself on being a monster: like a Snakeface. Cold, unyielding, driven by a merciless and ruthless need to put herself first, forward, always. But that was bullshit, wasn’t it? Just teenage pissed-offedness over the death of her mother and her negligent father.


  An illusion. A luxury of being younger.


  A luxury of being who she was then, and not who she is now:


  The living dead girl.


  She thought she could do better. Be harder. Meaner. Being trapped down here, feeling like she’s giving parts of herself up to this place just as it is giving up parts of itself for her, she expected to truly become more monstrous. More self-serving. And that idea thrilled her. Fuck the rest of the world, she said. And she still says that.


  She just doesn’t feel that.


  What she feels is fear. And guilt. And shame.


  She makes another sound, this one wordless—a mantra-like utterance of frustration made and repeated until the tears at her eyes finally dry up.


  And then she presses her palms to the rock just to feel the coldness of the smooth granite and then—


  Her consciousness slips—just a little bit, like a bit of food coloring swirling with water, an accidental drop that pulls more of her away than she expected, and she can suddenly feel the Great Below open up all around her, all its channels and fissures—


  Someone’s coming.


  Fast.


  She doesn’t know who or why—only that they’re invisible. Moving silently and swiftly. Nora doesn’t know much. But she knows to be afraid.


  She turns and she runs.


  Nora’s not limber or athletic. But being plugged into Hell like she is? She knows where every craggy lip and crevice lurks—she doesn’t need light to see, doesn’t need to see the shattered limestone pillar ahead because she feels it in the back of her mind like an itch. She could run this maze with her eyes closed.


  But nothing makes her faster. Nothing makes her better than what her body allows. And whoever it is that’s coming after her, they move with a terrifying swiftness, like a bird through trees, cutting a straight line through the diabolical maze.


  Still—


  Hell gives her the head’s up. Her pursuer is right behind her. Nora can feel the disturbed air, can feel how Hell’s own breath is interrupted—


  She skids to a halt, flattens herself against the wall—


  A shape, darker than the darkness, leaps past her.


  Nora feels a surge of adrenalin. A taste of victory.


  She does a hard turn, runs back the other way—


  But something ropes around her ankle. Whip-like, but thick—a serpent’s coil.


  She pitches forward, crying out.


  Another unseen serpent cinches around her neck, hoisting her up and spinning her around. Her windpipe tightens and her face throbs with captive blood.


  The air shimmers like glitter tossed in a beam of sunlight. The leering visage of a Snakeface emerges from nothing. Wide mouth. Comb-tine teeth. Flicking tongue. The Naga is braced high up, tentacle limbs mooring her to the walls and ceiling as she draws Nora up, up, up, hanging the girl there as one limb leaves the wall and with a glinting twirl of metal reveals an icepick-like blade.


  But the blade stops short of Nora’s temple.


  The Snakeface whispers, “You.”


  And it drops Nora.


  She falls ten feet. Her legs collapse underneath her—one ankle twists and an electric spark of pain goes all the way to her hip. Next thing she knows, the ground rushes up. Her tailbone vibrates with the hit.


  The Snakeface drops, silent as a leaf falling.


  Then the human guise emerges.


  “Sirinas,” Nora croaks, rubbing her ankle.


  “Silly little Nora Pearl,” the Nagini hisses. “Hello, girl.”


  “What a coincidence,” Nora says. “I didn’t know you shopped here. Great mall. Little dark. You should try the soft pretzels on the second level—next to the Macy’s and across from the abattoir—”


  “Someone sent me to kill you but they did not say who you were.”


  “Candlefly?” She can’t imagine why, but it also wouldn’t surprise her one bit.


  Sirinas chuckles, and returns her blade to—well, wherever it is that the blade goes. “While my caste is often associated with their clan, no. My time serving those honorless maggots has long passed. My brood-mate brother entwined himself with them. There are some serpents that even I will not lie with.”


  Nora winces as she stands, and Sirinas offers a hand. A hand that, when Nora takes it, feels like five little rattlesnake tails held fast in her grip.


  She leans into the wall, favoring her twisted ankle. “Who, then?”


  “Another daemon family. The Bellbooks.”


  “I know of them, but don’t know them. Why would they kill me?”


  “They said you will be the cause of the grand inversion.”


  “Right. That.”


  “Are you? Is that true?” Here the Snakeface steps closer and again Nora sees the blade—not out in the open, but flashing behind her arm. Tucked backward. Like a cobra reared back and ready to strike.


  “No. Yes. I dunno. It doesn’t matter.”


  Sirinas hisses, “This matters very much. So if you want to pass by me with your lungs unpunctured, you will explain yourself.”


  “It doesn’t matter because I’m not doing it. Not... getting married. It was a dumb schoolgirl idea, anyway. Chasing rumors. At the end it’s like, oh, hey, the way to solve all your problems is to get married. It’s what everyone tells girls. You just need to grow up, get a man, put a ring on it. And of course the real deal is, this marriage like all other marriages is... junk. Junk. Venom like what you carry around in your mouth all day. So, I’m not going through with it. I’m going to remain trapped down here in Hell until something finally kills me or I lose my mind—” A sudden cry erupts from her, a griefstruck bleat that she cannot contain and does not expect. Now she’s sobbing, eyes pressed into the crook of her arm, shoulders shaking. “Damnit, I don’t want to cry.”


  She does this for a while. Trying to bite it back. But it’s like trying to kick at an avalanche—it just keeps coming until there’s nothing left.


  Sirinas remains still. Staring all the while.


  “I’m not going to hug you,” the Snakeface says.


  “I appreciate that.”


  They stand like that for a while. Nora leaning against the walls of Hell—the hard, unforgiving walls doing their best to support her. Sirinas staring with the unblinking, uncaring gaze of a sociopathic assassin. Though she can’t really be a sociopath, Nora thinks. She hides it, but the Snakeface has emotions. She cared about her brother and felt stung by his betrayal. And even here, even now, she’s offering mercy to Nora.


  Snakefaces have hearts. How cute. Or maybe they have two, three hearts. Nora doesn’t know what waits amidst such monstrous viscera and she doesn’t care to find out.


  One thing she wants to know, though:


  “Why don’t you want this?” Nora asks.


  “Want what? You crying? Because your weakness upsets me.”


  “It upsets me, too,” Nora says, feeling sudden and disturbing kinship with this creature. “But what I mean is, why wouldn’t you want the grand inversion, Above is Below and Downstairs is now Upstairs?”


  The Nagini does not pause when she says, “Because things have order. They are beholden to patterns. Reality exists because of those patterns in balance. Something so simple as trees taking in carbon dioxide and giving off oxygen is so vital a system. It is, if you can forgive the reference, like everything is married to everything else. Start mucking about and flipping switches, everything goes haywire. Even a little imbalance throws the whole thing into chaos. We are Naga. We have castes. We have roles. My brother thought to subvert that order and find himself a new role. He killed to meet that role and so he had to be killed in return. So, no, I am not a fan of imbalance. I do not seek any kind of disgusting ‘inversion.’”


  “Tell me how you really feel,” Nora says, offering a small laugh.


  “I did,” the Snakeface says.


  “It was a joke.”


  “It wasn’t funny.”


  “I thought it was—you know, never mind. I don’t really have the emotional throughput to hash this out right now. I should go.” Nora puts some pressure on her foot. Dull pain goes sharp again. But she’ll manage. “I’ll see you. Thanks for not, y’know, killing me and stuff.”


  “What will you do now?”


  “I go back. Get my things. And I run away. You?”


  “I do what I’ve always done. I kill for glory and favor.”


  “What will they say when you report I’m not dead?”


  Sirinas sighs. “I will have to offer them recompense. Three deaths for one should do it. I may be able to negotiate that down to two deaths for your life because we reached an agreement that has you changing your course away from the grand inversion.”


  “Thanks.”


  “It’s nothing. Go. Run, little girl, run.”


  More like limp, little girl, limp.


  And limp she does. She doesn’t have to look to feel Sirinas fade from view and slither back through the cracks and cubbyholes of the Great Below.


   


  


  35


   


  The Vollrath. Reaper-cloaks. Do you know who they are? They are the first kings and queens of man. All the leaders of all the world’s earliest forgotten civilizations. Those who sat on the thrones at Katafasi Hayuk, at Eje Odo, at Domo Boho. They were drawn into darkness, lured into the dark. They gave birth to those who would eventually become the daemons—children that would go against their own parents, who would go against the god-worms themselves. The Vollrath fell from grace—these kings and queens lost their thrones and gave their souls to the Great Below. They serve now as knights of the Hungry Ones—just shadows of who they once were. And yet they still remain parents, and still they continue to mate and have children all their own, black, dark squirming larvae...


  — from the Histories and Mysteries of the Riven Worlds, by John Atticus Oakes


   


  *


   


  Nora feels hollowed out. She’s tired. Older than her twenty years on this little blue-green globe spinning wildly around the bright ball of fire she won’t see again for a while. She’ll pack her things and find another cenote some day, some low place where she can sit out and look once more at the sun. But until that happens, she’s going to be stuck here. In the Deep Downstairs. The doorway out locked, the exits all blocked.


  She’s packing up. Pitching her things in the backpack without much care—no need to fold, no reason to sit here and do this right. The wedding is—god, it’s in two days, isn’t it? She has to get out of here.


  Where to go after this? Who knows.


  Maybe she’ll find Hrothk and Burnsy again. She’ll probably wend her way back to New York because, even in Hell, home is home. Maybe she’ll see some things along the way. Hrothk said something about a quartz “waterfall” somewhere south of Minneapolis. And an old city made of bottles—a place for Half-and-Halfs called Middle Mile. Maybe, she tells herself, she can find some beauty down here yet.


  Then again, maybe she’ll get taken by goblins, used as an egg receptacle. Or maybe she’ll be bitten by a cankerpede and die from a fever or parasites. Or she’ll end up wandering around lost for eternity and bash her own head in with a rock.


  She sighs. Then hoists the backpack over her shoulder.


  “Going somewhere?”


  It’s the bartender. Kinsey. The Peacock. Her voice is a flutter, a warble.


  “Oh. Yeah.” Nora shrugs. “I... I’m outta here.”


  “Sorry to hear that. You were a good tenant.”


  “I owe you anything?”


  “You’re paid up.” Kinsey hesitates. “But it’s not me you should worry about.”


  “What?” She tenses. Suddenly, she feels something—


  No, no, no—


  The walls shimmer and shift. Distorting, as if they’re just made of fabric—or worse, skin—and bulging out as if something’s about to pop through the membrane.


  And she knows who, or what, is coming.


  She feels the Vollrath before she sees them.


  Empty black shadows. Like black cloaks floating without bodies to fill them. Long arms with knife fingers. Dead button eyes that look right through her.


  Three of them.


  They emerge from the walls and hover there, just out of range.


  “You fucking bitch,” Nora spits.


  Kinsey shrugs. “Sorry, sweets. I owe debts. I’m compromised.” She looks genuinely sad. “I guess you owe debts, too.”


  The reaper-cloaks drift and sway, as if they’re clouds of octopus ink floating in the deep sea. Nora doesn’t know who they are, but she remembers what they can do. They stick those sharp fingers into your heart and mind—into your soul for all she knows—and it’s like sticking a USB cable right into everything that you are. They know you then. They connect to you and drink down all that you know.


  She thought they were gone. She’s tried to find them out there but... nothing.


  But they’ve been here all along, haven’t they?


  Nora runs.


  She breaks into a hard sprint, flinging her bag hard. It catches Kinsey in the chin, and the bartender’s limbs flail and she warbles a peacock shriek as she goes down.


  But Nora isn’t fast enough. The Vollrath move ten feet in a finger-snap. All three of them are around her, and their knives are out, their eyes flashing. She feels sluggish, like she’s running in cold honey, and the knifes thrust forward as she screams—


  It’s like a twisted piece of cold iron rebar jammed down through the top of her head all the way to her feet. Beyond that, even—through her very identity, through her spirit and her ghost and whatever else comprises her intangible self. Everything is bleak, black, and she hears winds howling and voices whispering—chanting—in the dark. Two of the Vollrath hold her in place as everything lists toward total darkness. But the third, the third she sees fluttering up, a soundless void—


  It’s holding something.


  A black thing, like a squid. Tentacles twitching and reaching.


  Reaching for her.


  The Vollrath grabs her jaw with its knife-fingers and starts to open her mouth.
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  Splash.


  Warm, briny water. Sea water. Salt. Stinging.


  She gasps, awake.


  She blinks the water away. Sees Ernesto standing there. Striations and wrinkles marking his face with deep lines, stretch marks, bands of discoloration. He’s shaking his head, clucking his tongue. “Nora, Nora, Nora.”


  Snarling, she spits salt water at him.


  It’s his turn to blink it away. And he raises a pair of fingers to dab away the rivulet of seawater. But where he wipes his away, she is unable.


  Her hands are bound above her head. Collarbones aching. Shoulders burning.


  Behind him, the line of the sun rises past the mouth of the rocky cove over the flat line of the chalkboard sea. They’re in the cenote. He brought her back. And if this is sunrise, then it’s a day after the Vollrath ambushed her.


  The reaper-cloaks.


  She struggles to choke back tears and hide her fear.


  “You disappoint me,” he says. “You were leaving us.”


  “I can’t do it. Won’t do it.”


  “Oh?”


  “You know what happens, don’t you. If Owen and I...” But she can already see on his face that, yes, he does know.


  “The grand inversion.”


  “So you don’t care?”


  “Care?” He shrugs. “I’ll admit some trepidation. Change is always a bit frightening. But what can I say? I’ve been trapped in Hell. My death hanging there in the pit was the perfect embodiment of Xeno’s Paradox—I withered away by half every day, which means I never truly died, but was always locked in torment. And that torment continues. My wife has left me. Taken my children. My status in my own family has fallen so far a careless step would crush it underfoot. The Candlefly clan needs a win. I need a win. The inversion could help us. And if we can command the god-worms—”


  “That’s a big if.”


  “What is the choice otherwise? Go to back to Hell? No. I don’t think so.”


  “But it’s wrong. The world—”


  “You are less than I expected. Do you know that? You come across all knife-sharp and gunmetal. A wicked tongue, a cool temper, catty and capable. Like the best of us daemons. A Candlefly in spirit, if not in name. I admit I was growing almost fond of the idea of having you in the family. But the truth is, it’s all a show. You’re an actress. All of this—” And here he does a dismissive flourish of his fingers. “—is just a trick of the light. You seem hard but really? You are soft. You have a weakness in you. Cloying and sweet, like a little cup of crème brulee. Just crack the top with a spoon and it’s all custard underneath. But that’s fine. I can use that.”


  “Fuck. You. I won’t do it. I won’t submit to marriage. You know that’s how it works. I need to want it. I need to say yes.” She thrusts out her chin, defiant.


  “You are correct. Here you might think I am powerless. I can force you physically to do as I wish but to actually submit, to commit to marriage with mind, heart, and words, well...” His mouth forms dark line across his tight skin. “I am not so powerless after all. Do you remember the Vollrath? Reaching into your mouth, ready to deposit one of their squirming larvae?”


  Her guts heave. She makes a griefstruck, horrified sound and tries not to gag.


  Ernesto laughs. “Don’t worry. They didn’t put it in. It remains an option on the table, of course. The larvae tend to make one quite suggestible, for going against them causes their hosts grave pain of body, mind, and soul. But that imperfect solution may not be necessary and so I had my new friend, Kinsey, stop them.”


  Nora tries not to show her relief. She cannot have him seeing her weakness.


  Candefly thrusts up a finger. “Ah! But the reason that I will not need the larvae is that I have something better. As I said, I know your weaknesses. I know your heart, much as you’d like us all to think you were born without one.”


  And here he reaches in his back pocket. She hears the flip and flutter—


  He holds up a photo.


  She gasps.


  It’s her father. Mookie Pearl. Behind a set of ornate, iron bars. Snarling, face pressed against them—he’s been beaten to piss, his nose broken, lips split, some kind of splayed-out burn across his scalp. Shoulder all torn up. He’s reaching through the bars for whoever is holding the camera—his knuckles are raw, red, freshly scabbed. He’s shirtless, too, and in the center of his chest is something she doesn’t understand. A metal ring, a hole with a little door on tiny hinges...


  “He’s alive,” she says. Happiness and horror doing a clumsy waltz inside her.


  “He is, at that. Very tough man to kill, your father. He’s like a grizzly bear. They are apparently hard to dispatch, even with a gun. Two to the head and they just keep on charging. But again, his strength is now his weakness. Because his life is now in my hands. Doubly miraculous—and proof, I think, that this was all meant to be—is that he brought us the last component for our missing key. Once more, he is the delivery of a much-needed Pigment—he brought us Viridian. The Green Grave. A hellborn miracle, my dear. And with that said, you know what comes next.”


  “You’ll kill him if I don’t comply.”


  He kisses his fingers and holds them to the sky, as if to relish in the glory of the coming day. A big, buttery smile spreads across his face—a bonafide shit-eating grin.


  “Your weakness was always your father. And you are his weakness. You hated him so much, or so I thought. But the truth is, you love him. You love him too much. And so you’ll tell me here and now that this wedding will continue. Because if you don’t, one phone call means my friend, Aurora, puts two in his head. And then, just to be sure—he is quite the grizzly, after all—we’ll set him on fire. Burn the body so that it may never return. Then I’ll give you the ashes. I’ll make you eat them.”


  “You’re fucking twisted.”


  “Only in service to what I want. I don’t relish this. I find it disgusting. But I need things, Nora. I need this to happen. You’re going to help make it happen because the consequences are too dire otherwise.”


  “I’ll kill myself.”


  “Then your father dies, too.”


  “I’ll kill Owen.”


  “We’re very hard to kill, us daemons.”


  “I’ll kill you.”


  “Get in line, little girl.”


  “I will,” she says. “I’ll do the wedding. I’ll marry your boy. And when that’s all done, I’ll come for you. I’ll wait in that line until I’m at the front of the queue and then I will make you wish that you were hanging there in that pit again. I will make you beg to be allowed to go back to that torment.”


  He backhands her. Her head rocks. She tastes blood. Then he does it again. And again. And another three times, each harder than the last until finally he takes a few hurried steps backward, as if he wouldn’t stop if he didn’t remove himself.


  “You’ll hang here,” he says. “The tide will come in. It’ll come to your neck. But no farther. It will be cold and miserable. Your body will pucker. Tomorrow, you will be wed. Tomorrow, the world that we know ends. And the world that I know begins.”


  Nora screams.


  Candlefly turns and leaves.
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  I’m trapped. I have nowhere else to go, nothing else to do. My father is alive, and the only way I get to enjoy that fact is if I help to end the world.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Mookie presses his head against the wrought iron bars—bars with a dusty patina, a patina that calls to mind Cerulean and Viridian mixed together. The iron is cool. He lets his big Magilla Gorilla arms dangle out. He imagines them closing off Ernesto Candlefly’s windpipe. Crushing until the throat is mush, until the head pops off like that of a tick’s—splurt, blood gush, body drop.


  He got off the plane okay. Crossed the tarmac at Brackett Field, a small airport outside the city in Los Angeles county. Soon as he got inside this old wooden hangar, everything lit up—red and blue strobes paired with bright spotlights. Cops. Feds. Someone with authority, he didn’t know. He ran because what else was he supposed to do? Wait and end up in a jail cell somewhere? Get thrown in a hole? He’s a man with connections to one of the biggest crime syndicates in recent history. Sure, that syndicate shit the bed bloody, but he can still do harm to people.


  It didn’t matter. He ran back out the hangar only to have two more GMC Yukons screech to a halt in front of him. Men out. Guns up.


  He thought about charging them. Do the full bumrush move. Smash one into the door, spin him around so he catches the bullets from the other and—


  And Mookie will just catch lead from the guys on the other side.


  Then he’d never see Nora again.


  He roared like a T-Rex, then let them cuff him and put him in the back of one of the SUVs. Nobody said anything for a while. Just men in suits looking him over. Two on each side of him. One of them started to speak—


  Mookie got out. Of the car. Did they really think he wouldn’t? He’s built like a mechanical bull. He bucked and swung his wrecking ball head around and kicked out with a boot, throwing open the door and diving out—


  Road rash on his shoulder. Scraped raw and red. He got his feet under him and—


  Taser. The leads bite into him. A full charge. Bzzt.


  Still didn’t stop him.


  He kept running. The highway’s edge—the lip of an overpass. If he could make it and just jump over it—


  Something else stuck into him. Right in the back of his leg. Thwip.


  Didn’t do shit. Or so he thought. Mookie kept running. Boots pounding macadam as cars honked and careened past. Then something took his mind in a squishing fist, dragged it down into wet concrete. His limbs suddenly went numb. His lips felt like fat slugs. Tongue like a dead fish in his mouth. Drugged, he thought.


  Then he went out.


  Heard voices as they dragged him back across the highway. Candefly’s gonna owe us for this one. And told you the Taser wouldn’t do dick. You owe me five. And what was in that thing? A zoo tranquilizer. Used on hippos. Then nothing.


  Then he woke up here. Still boggy as someone new had a hold of him: some pot-bellied biker-looking hick with a mane of sandy hair and a patchy pube-scratch beard. Fat around the middle, but arms like a pair of cannons stolen off a pirate ship. He was the one dragging Mookie through this place—some old Spanish-style mission, walls as orange as a chemical sunset. Bright alien flowers in copper baskets overhanging balconies. Somewhere, the crash of the ocean. The smell of the sea.


  The fucker pitched him in the cell, but not before unlocking the handcuffs. He said he’d give Mookie a chance to fight back—wasn’t much of a chance, given how the tranqs were still like heavy wet clothes hanging off his line, dragging him down into the mental muck. Then the sonofabitch—who had this growly, gravel-crunch voice like he was gargling windshield glass and cigarette butts—introduced himself as Liam Hogstooth, and threw a punch that was so telegraphed it was like watching a train pull into a station from miles away. And yet Mookie could barely get out of its way, and it hit him like a train, too—like someone pushed him in front of an old-timey locomotive, the cattle-catcher throwing him forward before dragging him under. And so began a lopsided, ugly brawl. Mookie got in his shots. Hogstooth met them and matched and then exceeded them with graceless, easy rage. He put Mookie back under.


  Since then, he came to. A woman stood there. Golden hair. Just a little bit tan. Fake smile stuck to that pretty face.


  “I’m Aurora Candlefly,” she said.


  “I’m Fuck You Let Me The Fuck Out Of Here Pearl.”


  “I’m sorry, that won’t be possible.” She had that flight attendant vibe to her—like she’s saying all the right things and in a placating way, but just behind it all is a purposefully detectable sense of disdain and dismissal.


  “Ernesto. Where’s Ernesto? This is all him, yeah?”


  “This is all of us. The entire clan acting as one. Before, our dear Ernesto was operating on his own. But this, you’ll find, is a more unified effort. We’d like to consider you an ally in this instead of an enemy. We can be very good friends.”


  His knuckles crunched as he closed his hands into fists. “Sure, sure. Just unlock this thing and we can be best buds. Real pals.” Words spoken through grinding pebble teeth.


  “I detect insincerity.”


  “Bring me Ernesto.”


  “In time.”


  “You have things of mine. My book. My... tin.”


  “And we’ll be keeping both. We also have your daughter. Ernesto is with her now, as a matter of fact. Reminding her of why she’s here with us in the first place. And also letting the girl know that her father, as it turns out, is not dead. But he can be and will be if she doesn’t warm up her cold feet.”


  Cold feet. That means she was reconsidering?


  That made Mookie’s heart jump.


  Aurora did her best to squash those good vibes, though. “I should say thank you for already being our ally in this. You brought us the Viridian you were missing. And you brought yourself, which was the leverage we need to convince your daughter to engage with and endure in the bonds of matrimony.” This hit him worse than any punch thrown by that Hogstooth motherfucker. She saw it, could probably smell that shame and compunction on him like a bad cologne. An earnest, cruel smile played at the corners of her mouths as she said, “This is the second time you did this, isn’t it? Gave us exactly what we needed at the time when we needed it. You truly are our ally.”


  “This’ll also be the second time I ruin everything for you. The second time I kick the Candlefly family into the hole. Enjoy this while it lasts.”


  “You’re awfully confident from your cage, monkey.”


  “You’ll see. Just wait.”


  “Well, the wedding is in twenty-four hours. I suppose you won’t be RSVPing?”


  “You’ll know my RSVP when you get it.”


  That rattled her. A little. A crack in her porcelain.


  And then she turned and left.


  And now Mookie waits.


  Day dies on the vine, withers into night. Reality sets in like an infection: he’s a ghost. His heart needs fuel, and that fuel is no longer his. He’s clinging to this life by dint of time and time only. And meanwhile, Nora will be married. The world may or may not end. And this cell will be his grave.


  It’s then that his nose detects something. Already he’s been smelling the scents of a distant candle burning, the salt of the sea wind, the ozone of a storm rolling in. But now something else. A little fat. A little meat. His stomach rumbles, sure as thunder.


  Then: footsteps.


  Ernesto Candlefly emerges from darkness into the flickering lantern light.


  “Mookie Pearl,” Ernesto says. His voice is soft and dire. He has a plate of meat and cheeses. “I have brought you dinner.”


  “You’re a peach.”


  “Yes. The peachiest.” He eases the tray onto the floor, then nudges it forward with a foot. As he does, Mookie notices the man’s leg shakes like that of a nervous dog’s.


  “You’re not the man I met before,” Mookie says. “You’re different.”


  “I am diminished, yes.” It’s then that Ernesto lifts his gaze—not to meet Mookie’s stare but to look farther up. “You’re different, too. You’ve been touched.”


  “Hnnh?”


  The daemon points to Mookie’s scalp. “Heaven’s angels have marked you.”


  “You know about them?”


  “The Aerie. The Ascended Host. Yes. Never seen them. Nor do I care to. They leave us and this world alone. It is their way.” As Candlefly speaks, Mookie stoops with a grunt and begins picking at the meats and cheeses. Cheap, store-bought stuff: salami, pepperoni, Swiss cheese, a glob of old and musty Brie. But it works. His guts grab the food like a greedy child. “They are watchers more than they are actors. They do not concern us. But obviously they have concerned themselves with you.”


  “They didn’t seem happy to see me.”


  “And yet they let you live.”


  Mookie says no more on the subject. He just keeps eating.


  “You were hungry,” Ernesto says.


  “Still am. I’m always hungry.”


  “I have children,” Ernesto says suddenly. “Two children who are my angels. They are the sky to me. The stars, the moon, all the galaxies, all the universes. My son is... well. He is my son. My daughter is like my wife. She is both the crack and the sting of the whip. And yet I would do anything for her. So I understand your need to come here. I recognize the lengths you will go for your daughter.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Oh, yes. I come to you now not as one of my larger family but rather as a member of a much smaller one. I come to you as a father. Your daughter, however rebellious she feels now—driven by guilt, a surprising emotion I didn’t expect she had, an emotion that makes me wonder about my own daughter—will benefit from this marriage. She will be made a queen. She will again be able to walk in the daylight. As fathers, is it not our duty to give our daughters all that we can give them? Give them the stars, the moon, everything? Do not impede your girl’s happiness. Do not undercut her power.”


  Mookie, around a mouthful of pepperoni, growls, “I’m gonna get her out of Hell. That’s my job. This isn’t the way.”


  “Ah. Yes. The book. The Maro Mergos. You haven’t even translated it yet, have you? Hm.” That sound, hm, the dot at the bottom of a question mark. Like he knows something Mookie doesn’t. Well, no shit. Guys like Candlefly always know more than Mookie does. Mookie’s job isn’t to know things. It’s to do things. To get shit done no matter what the cost. “No matter. We have taken the book away. It’s already on a plane. Back to Mallorca for our own people to dissect.”


  Mookie pauses in his chewing. He feels queasy. He steadies himself against the iron bars and squeezes his hand so hard he’s hoping to bend the metal. But without access to the Red Rage, that’s not an option. The book is gone. My last offer is off the table. The realization is cold and dark: he has nothing to give Nora.


  No way to help her.


  He swallows what he’s chewing but takes no more. “Tell me something. Her gettin’ married. It really gonna end the world?”


  Ernesto hmms. “I think so. Certainly those more far-seeing amongst us daemons say so. The vagaries of this apocalypse are unclear, but the grand inversion is coming. Above as Below and all that. Do you know the origin of the word, apocalypse? We assume it to mean the end of the world, and perhaps it is. Tumult and chaos. But an end isn’t always an end, you see? It can be just an end to the way things are. The way we see things. Apocalypse is from the Greek. Apocalypsis. An unveiling. A revelation.”


  “Like the Book of Revelations.”


  “Exactly that.”


  “Things are getting awfully fuckin’ biblical up in here. Hell, Heaven, demons, Apocalypse. There a God and a Devil wrapped up in this somewhere?”


  Ernesto smiles. “It’s not like that. The Bible is just doing what all myths and religions have done. Taking what little we know or can detect of the truth and parsing it through the culture and anti-culture of the times.”


  “That sounds like fancy talk for it being all bullshit.”


  “Let us cut through the bullshit. Will you help your daughter? Will you give her the sun and the moon and all the universes? Or will you rot and die in this cell?”


  Mookie lies. “Let me out and I’m on your side.”


  “Not so fast. If you still feel this way after tomorrow, after she is married and all is done, then we will talk about how you get out of this cell.”


  “I’ll die in here first. You see this?” Mookie lifts his shirt, shows off the iron-ringed port in the dead center of his chest. “My heart ain’t my heart anymore. It needs the Green Grave. I don’t get Viridian, I expire like old milk. Then you won’t have anything to hold over my daughter anymore.”


  “Ah, yes, the Bellbooks saddled your ox-like shoulders with quite the heavy yoke, hm?” Ernesto says. “Minerva, I’m guessing. No matter. Your Viridian found its purpose already. It’s gone. Might I suggest not getting worked up, then? Meditate, perhaps. Find your center. Calm your heart. If we can get your daughter married, then we can talk about how to keep you alive.”
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  He does what Ernesto Candlefly says: he tries to calm the fuck down. Sitting here behind these bars, though, knowing his daughter’s going to be married in—what? Less than twelve hours now? It’s not yet morning, but that’ll be here soon. Less than twelve hours to the end of her world. The end of his. The end, maybe, of everybody’s.


  It’s not helping to calm him down.


  Reflux. Guts twisting. Jackhammer heart. Sweaty palms. Dry tongue. He’s sick and hungry and thirsty. (Candlefly didn’t bring him anything to drink, that dick.) He wants to gnaw his way through these bars.


  Sometimes his vision blurs. Goes double, then triple, then snaps back. Then he gets a little dizzy. Like there’s an earthquake—but it’s just for him.


  It’s his heart. Churning and burning through the Green stuff. He’s a car who isn’t yet down to the fumes, but will be before too long. Right now he’s just trying to keep the campfire warm through the night.


  He sleeps. Or half-sleeps. Curled up like a big Baby Huey in the cell. The crass facsimile of sleep comes with a twenty-one-nightmare-salute: dreams of a world gone to Hell, gobbos running through Times Square like it’s New Year’s Eve for them, god-worms sunning themselves on Broadway, Snakefaces hunting men and women through hallways and alleys as sport. Dreams of his daughter on a throne made of infant bones. Black daemon’s blood dripping from her nostrils, her eyes taking on a Death’s Head glow—faintly purple like those little glowing mushrooms. He hears noises while sleeping, too—sounds he chalks up to the nightmares. Sounds like cannonfire booming. Vibrations in the mission walls like the footsteps of giants reverberating.


  And then someone clears his throat, and Mookie jerks upright with a start.


  Another visitor. His third.


  “I don’t know you,” Mookie says to the young man. Kid’s got a white T-shirt and jeans, James Dean style. His hair a flip, mussy wave. He’s thin, wispy, like a ghost.


  “My name’s Owen.” The kid clears his throat. “Sir.”


  “Owen. I know that name—” And then it hits him like a suicide jumper falling out a skyscraper window. Owen. Owen Candlefly. That’s the name that thick prick Alonzo told him—Owen is Nora’s groom. Mookie roars and slams against the bars like a bull elk hitting a parked car. He reaches through and the kid is dumb, slow, doesn’t know to stay back, and Mookie’s got him. Hand around his throat. Reeling in close. The kid smells like mint and hair gel. Mookie breathes on him as he pulls the kid’s face up to and almost through the bars. “You. You. Goddamn motherfucking Candlefly piece of shit—”


  “Wait. Wait!” Owen gurgles. “I’m here to help.”


  “The fuck you mean, help?”


  “I want to... I need to...” But Owen’s face is red as a blood blister, and his eyes start to go unfocused. Mookie doesn’t relent. He keeps choking the daemon. The kid squeaks, “Want to help you... escape.”


  Escape?


  Shit, what? Mookie’s caught. Confused. If he lets go and the little shit is lying, that’s it, he won’t get another chance to squeeze the life out of him. If he doesn’t let go and the daemon is telling the truth, well, whoops.


  Mookie relinquishes his grip, but with his other hand grabs a hank of the kid’s stylishly messy hair. Owen gasps like a man pulled up from the bottom of the ocean. “I’ll rip all this pretty hair of yours out at the root if you’re not careful,” Mookie says.


  “I want to help Nora.”


  “You love her?”


  “No. No!” Mookie wrenches the kid’s head against the bars—whonng. The kid starts jabbering. “No, I swear, no, but I could, I really could. And I don’t want it to go like this, I don’t want to force her into something she doesn’t want, I don’t want the world to fall to pieces. I don’t want any of that. I just want it to stop.”


  Mookie sneers. “I could stop it right here, right now. I could squeeze your throat like a juice-box and drink whatever comes pouring out.”


  “Not so much,” comes a third voice.


  A voice Mookie knows.


  Burnsy walks up.


  And the ground shudders as a big-ass Trogbody follows behind. The swoop of a white cloak. Hood pulled back over shoulders so bulky they look like a series of tortoise-shells stacked atop one another. One arm ends not in a hand, but in a wide-mouthed revolver made of metal that seems to have incorporated with the stone-boned limb.


  “I’m stroking out,” Mookie says. “Aren’t I?”


  “Not so much, Mook,” Burnsy says. “You’re still with us. And to continue with my, ahhh, explanation, reason you can’t kill this kid is because they’ll just find another daemon to jump in and wear the monkey suit and the ring, you know?”


  Mookie growls, and pitches Owen Candlefly away from the bars.


  “Fine. And lemme guess—” This, to the daemon. “That’s the reason you can’t just say no, can’t just walk away from this.”


  Owen, rubbing his throat, nods.


  “Who are you?” Mookie asks of the golem.


  “Hrothk,” the Trog says, voice like two millstones grinding someone’s bones.


  “So get me the hell outta here already.”


  The golem points the gun hand—


  Powder-flash and thunder-clap. The metal around the lock blooms like a metal flower and the cell door drifts open.


  “Jesus Christ!” Mookie yells over the sound in his own ears. “Why dontcha draw more attention to us?”


  Burnsy says, his voice a dull mumble behind the tinnitus din, “We already killed the guards watching this place. We’re all clear. But we’re gonna have to hurry.”


  “Hurry?”


  It’s the golem who speaks next.


  “We have a wedding to kill.”


   


  *


   


  The four of them stand on a bluff—a rock as bulbous and craggy as the golem, Hrothk. To the east, the sun rises over the mountains. To the north, the orange lights of Los Angeles. Between them are the dark waters of the sea, sculpted with white lines topping waves that seem to stand still, like little hills.


  Mookie’s cleaver hangs once again at his hip. He picked it up on the way out of the mission, found it downstairs in an unlocked cabinet. Gone was the Maro Mergos, and his Viridian was nowhere in sight. Goddamnit.


  “The hell are we?” Mookie asks. The wind whips so hard it feels like a city bus just blasted past him.


  “Santa Catalina Island,” Burnsy says. “Candlefly and his maggot family had that little mission up in the hills. That’s where they were keeping you. Away from all the action. Guarded over by humans, not daemons.” Guards who met messy ends, Mookie noted as they left the mission. Necks broken. Heads peeled open. A half-dozen, all dead.


  “How’s this all gonna shake out?”


  Hrothk points. Following the Trog’s crooked finger, Mookie sees he’s gesturing toward the coast. North of them, south of the city. Another rocky, jagged line where land meets sea. Dotted with dark spots. Caves. “That is a cenote. A low place. Smuggler’s Cove. It is there that the daemons will open the doorway to the Interstitium. The wedding is to take place at noon, when the sun is at its peak and the Equinox is truly upon us.”


  Mookie grunts. “I don’t know half of what you’re talking about, and I don’t give a bag of dead rats. What I’m hearing is that we need to go. Snatch her up before she even gets there. Stop the whole thing before it starts.”


  It’s here that Owen speaks up. “That’ll be hard. Already there’s been one assassination attempt. Our family is afraid more will come—not every daemon wants this to happen. Some want to usurp the wedding. Some just want Nora out of the equation. They’ll be protecting her. But...”


  “What?” Mookie asks.


  “We know how they’re bringing her in,” Burnsy says.


  “Jesus, people, don’t make me pull it out of you.”


  Burnsy says, “Only one way into the cenote. And your girl, she can’t come from overland. She can’t come from the sea. Right now she’s married to Hell itself, so she has to come from Hell to get to the gateway they open.”


  “One small passageway leads from the south,” Hrothk notes. “She will be coming through the old sewers. We will have to attack from there. We’ll bring the boat there—” He points, though where he’s pointing seems meaningless to Mookie. “There. Smaller cave. Bring the boat there. Travel through the Shallows to the tunnel breach. Wait for our opportunity. Pray to whatever gods you hold dear or have invented.”


   


  *


   


  The little boat skims the waves. It had been docked just below them, on the bluffs of Santa Catalina, not far from something called Ripper’s Cove where the ocean crashes into the toothy maw of pitted caves like buckets of water thrown into a shark’s mouth. The boat rocks and dips, pitches and yaws, and Mookie holds onto the sides with bloodless knuckles. His memory of the plane crashing is still fresh as a knife cut, and it keeps coming back to him—the plane tearing apart, the Aerie descending, the burn on his scalp, and then it all reversing, rewinding, undoing itself by their mad hand.


  Owen isn’t with them. He had a car parked—didn’t want to head back with them, in case they got spotted or caught. Plus, he said, “I have to be at a tuxedo fitting in two hours, so. Wish me luck.” The look on his face was a dim rictus of fear and worry. And maybe something else, too. Mookie thinks, Maybe he does love Nora. Or at least cares for her more than he wants to admit.


  That made Mookie angry and pleased in equal measure.


  Mookie told the kid, “If you get up there, and they’re gonna marry you, tell her. Tell her I’m free. Don’t let them hold that over her. Tell her I’m alive, and I love her.”


  Owen nodded. The two of them shook hands. And then Owen was gone.


  Here on the boat, Burnsy turns back towards him. Winces against the spray. “Feels good. The ocean and the salt. Stings a little but it’s cool. On my skin.”


  “Happened to your arm?” Mookie asks, gesturing to Burnsy’s limb, which remains swaddled in filthy duct-tape.


  “John Atticus Oakes thought I didn’t need my skin anymore.”


  “Goddamn.”


  “Uh-huh. Hey, ahh. I wanted to say, I thought you were dead. Down there, in Yonder. The whole thing went south and... ahhh, fuck, I shoulda came for you.”


  Mookie yells over the motor and the waves, “I was dead. Or close enough to it.” He lifts his shirt, shows off the hole in his chest ringed by iron and closed by a little flap on tiny hinges. “Got fitted with a new heart. Half of one, anyway.”


  “Christ in a sidecar. I’m sorry.”


  “Piss on that. You did right by me. You stayed with Nora. I didn’t expect that.”


  “Me neither.”


  Mookie thinks, but doesn’t say, I’m not gonna make it out of this alive. No promises for you, either. Instead, he offers a hand. Burnsy takes it and shakes it.


  “We good?” Burnsy asks. “After all this time?”


  “We’re good.”


  And the boat keeps cutting waves.


   


   


  


  37


   


  Wedding Day. I look beautiful in my dress. And all I want to do is tear it to shreds.


  — from the journals of Eleanor Jessamyne Pearl, Living Dead Girl


   


  *


   


  Mookie and the golem stand at the fore of a cracked, crooked passage. Water drips on them from above. Down here, the air is cool, but the walls are warm like beach sand. Ahead of them, by ten feet, is the old sewer: the red brick pocked and pitted like the craters in an acne-scarred face. The floors both there and beneath them are mucky with old grease and filth—some of it dry and hardened, like oily calluses, some of it still wet like glops of soggy toilet paper. All of it forming whipped cream peaks, but this ain’t whipped cream.


  Sometimes the muck bubbles and shifts as a roach-rat scurries underneath it to get away from them. Well, Mookie thinks, good to know that the ecology of the Left Coast Hell isn’t all that different from what you get in New York.


  Mookie gives an elbow to Burnsy. “Time?” he whispers.


  “Eleven-fifteen. They’re cutting it close, but probably looking to make a grand entrance. You know, true wedding style.”


  “This ain’t a true wedding.”


  “It is in the eyes of the universe.”


  “Shhh,” Hrothk says, the sound of a rheumy growl in the back of a lion’s throat. The two shut up.


  Mookie listens.


  Footsteps.


  Then the walls shudder. A faint vibration. Blood-red dust from the brick above whispers down onto the lardy slurry below.


  The footsteps get louder and louder until Mookie realizes—


  They aren’t just footsteps. It’s a march.


  The sounds that come next are hissing, gargling, cackling. Gobbos. He looks to Hrothk, whose quartz-spire eyes flash, the big-barreled gun held up at the ready against his rugged limestone cheek.


  Mookie flattens himself against the rock of the passageway. Feels his body burning Viridian. Ghostly spectral flame lights the edges of his vision and a wave of vertigo washes over him—not now, not now, not now—but then it passes as the first of the procession passes by their hiding spot.


  It is not a goblin.


  The reaper-cloak drifts past, soundless, without disturbing the air.


  Then another. And a third after that.


  The gobbo parade follows soon after.


  Gamboling, spitting creatures. Faces split with mad mouths full of rotten, ruined teeth. Tubule tongues lashing the air—an act of joy and abandon accompanied by damp, mucusy cackles. They lope along, some like apes, others like wolves, others like haughty men surveying their domain. Some wear the clothes of men: ragged T-shirts and board shorts, rumpled suit jackets too big for their chimp-like bodies. The rest are in rough rags, or bound up in stained swaddling. They swipe at the air with stone axes lined with straight-razors while others drag behind cankerpede blunderbusses, the barrels parting the grease foam like a low-rent, gutter-fed Moses. Some bang drums. Or clack together skulls. Or ululate and howl and clap their rubbery, many-fingered hands.


  This is a celebration.


  And still Mookie thinks, We can take them. He’s seen dozens of gobbos so far, but these passages are narrow, and Mookie and the others can’t be surrounded. They can grab Nora. Fight their way out.


  That’s when the Snakefaces slither past. Sliding up along the walls. Tentacle-fingers finding narrow moorings in the brick, dragging themselves past. Yellow-slit eyes staring forward, a cacophony of hisses. One, two, five, ten, another ten, and now Mookie’s certainty of saving his daughter is fast receding out to sea, like a loved one throttled by the undertow and dragged down into the crushing depths.


  And then the ground shudders. A tectonic rumble.


  Louder and louder, the tunnels quaking. Bricks dropping away and plopping into the slurry. From beyond, goblin hoots and hollers and crass hymns sung in garbled tongues. Then the source of the quake shows itself.


  Time seems to slow as Mookie sees her.


  Nora.


  Lying down. In a beautiful red dress, hemmed with black lace. Her face painted into a white skull with whorls and flourishes over the eyes, the cheekbones, around the nose and around the lips. Flowers in her hair.


  She’s draped in the maw of a god-worm.


  Her hands bound with wire in front of her.


  She looks scared. He’s not used to her looking scared.


  Mookie moves fast, stepping toward the tunnel, cleaver up—


  But Hrothk catches his wrist. Stone fingers holding tight, threatening to crush. Those quartz eyes flash again and the golem gives a small, solemn shake of his head.


  Mookie doesn’t want to believe it. He wants to save his girl. This is his one chance. Snatch her from the jaws of the massive beast, turn and flee down the narrow passage back to the sea, hoping to outrun the god-worm, the goblins, the Snakefaces, and those knife-fingered reaper-cloaks—


  But he hesitates. Nora can’t go to the sea. She can only remain here, in Hell.


  And with that revelation, the moment is lost.


  The massive worm pushes through the tunnel like a fist through a cardboard tube. As it passes, the passage opening is heaped with fallen bricks and crumbling stone. Plumes of dust and humid air are pushed toward them, the god-worm’s slick hide barely seen through the obfuscation as it slides past.


  Mookie hears Hrothk in his ear: “There is another way. Come.”


   


  *


   


  Again, the boat, the sea, the wind. This time, the craggy coast is too close for comfort, and Mookie holds on as Hrothk steers the small watercraft around spires of rock thrust up out of the crashing surf like broken teeth.


  The plan has changed. They can no longer make hay with their earlier attempt—now it’s time to bring the boat around to the cenote. To the place where the gate should be open. There they’ll have to stop the wedding as it happens—a plan that requires truly threading the needle, catching Nora before the vows are spoken and the marriage made.


  With every hit from every wave, another memory of Nora is conjured up out of the dark and troubled deep: her on his knee; the time she stepped on a broken clamshell at the Boardwalk and tracked blood for a quarter-mile before she told them what had happened; a drawing of hers on the fridge that had her and her mother depicted in scribbly crayon but Mookie nowhere nearby; her screaming at him from her room, throwing an off-brand MP3 player (that “fell off a truck”) at his head; the first time he saw her with a smear of Blue at her temples; the two of them falling through a gate that shimmered like light through topaz, tumbling into the deepest chasm where the god-worms roiled and writhed in a lava-lit fissure...


  And now this: him trying to stop her wedding.


  They round a sharp jutting cliff, and ahead, they see it—


  The cenote.


  No goblins. No Snakefaces. Not a reaper-cloak in site.


  And no Nora.


  All that remains is a red wooden door. A door pressed into the rock, like a tile into clay—a door that does not belong, that couldn’t have been here before. The door to the Interstitium. The gateway to the wedding of Nora Pearl and Owen Candlefly.


  But one stands between them and the door.


  A woman.


  Bald. Nude. A spiral of hematite scale winding up both legs, up her torso, under and around her breasts, and finally to her neck.


  And around that neck hangs a chain, and upon that chain hangs a key. A jagged, bent key of five colors. Red. Blue. Green. Ochre. Violet.


  They pull the boat up and Hrothk throws a rope over a bent claw of porous rock. The tide is coming in, and the waters of the cenote are rising. They get out of the boat and the water is up past their knees.


  The woman waits as the three of them enter the cove.


  “Do you remember me?” she asks, turning her body slightly to the left so as to show the puffy pink scar that runs up her side. The woman is staring at Mookie when she says it. “I remember you.”


  He looks down at his cleaver. And suddenly, he does remember her.


  “Pelsinade, ain’t it?” he asks. “I forgot to thank you for the ride.”


  “I forgot to thank you for letting us all out of our prison. So close to it now. So close to the surface. Above as Below...” She turns her gaze to the others. “And you two. Most excellent to meet again on this joyous occasion. I am afraid the wedding is invitation only and I—” She pauses and smiles. “Don’t see your names on the guest list. Such a shame, but only so much room.”


  “You miss your brother? Chithra, Vithra, whatever the fuck his name was?”


  “His absence is like a cancer,” she hisses.


  “Good,” Mookie says. “Now I’m gonna need that key. You don’t feel like giving me the key, I’m happy to send to you meet your sibling. I’m gracious like that.”


  “This key?” she asks, plucking it from her neck.


  Then she opens her mouth, jaw snapping, maw opening wider than any human’s mouth could—and she drops it down into the hole.


  Mookie wastes no time. He rushes her. Hrothk runs alongside him, too, stone stump feet splashing in the water, gun up, cylinder clicking over and then—


  Boom, boom, boom. Three shots in quick succession. But she’s fast, faster than fast, undulating like the serpent that she is, bullets punching craters in the cave wall behind her, and as Mookie leaps for her, cleaver up and out—


  She changes. The transformation sweeps over her as quickly as a puddle of gasoline catching fire. Mookie leaps for a woman but lands on the back of a monstrous worm, a beast that his arms could never encompass. One of her razor-sharp spines slices through the meat of his forearm and he howls, but he remains undeterred. Before he slides off, he again raises the cleaver and—


  Thwack.


  —buries it in her meat.


  She writhes and thrashes, and turns her body hard. Everything goes slippery and suddenly Mookie is pinned beneath her. Sharp rocks and shells at his back, serpents-flesh at his fore. Seawater all around. The ocean stings his eyes, fills his ears, and a silver flurry of bubbles escapes his lips and slides around her frame. Above, the water lights up and Mookie hears the dull choom choom choom and suddenly the massive god-worm is once more coiling violently, bringing him with it. He’s back up out of the water, gasping, water streaming off his whipping body as he grips the cleaver.


  He sees Hrothk standing there, three fingers of smoke drifting from the barrel of his gun-arm. The Trogbody is too slow, though—her tail whips, catches him in the middle and coils around him. It smashes him up, down, around, his cloak whipping and tearing as she thrashes him about, bits of the golem breaking off and flinging into the tide like chipped stone.


  Mookie wrenches the cleaver out, and drops back into the water. His heart throbs and a wave of unease and dizziness passes over him like a shadow. But he grits his teeth and bears it, screaming inwardly at his heart to not give up, to keep beating, because Nora needs him. Because the world needs him.


  He plants his feet, raises the cleaver, and chops down again. Then brings it up, and down again. Like he’s trying to chop a fucking redwood in twain.


  Pelsinde flicks her tail—


  And Hrothk sails out of the cenote, into the sea.


  Mookie opens a gushing vent in the side of the god-worm, black blood bubbling out, splashing into the water now in great heaving buckets.


  The tail whips back the other way.


  Its very end catches Mookie across the side of his face.


  It’s like getting hit by a tire coming off a big-rig. His head wrenches around and his whole body spins like a top. Unconsciousness pulls at him as he crashes down into the water, his hand closing on a cleaver that’s no longer there—


  He chokes down seawater.


  Time skips like a flat stone across a still lake.


  Everything in fits and starts.


  When Mookie opens his eyes again, there she is. Pelsinade. Still the god-worm. Her lamprey mouth opening, fleshy pucker undulating like the arms of a starfish, thousands of teeth clicking and popping. He tries to say something but he can’t find words, can only find meaningless sounds—


  A shadow falls upon him.


  “Get away from him, you bitch.”


  Burnsy. Standing on a rock with the cleaver in hand. Once again, the avenging stuntman. The little burned hot-dog in a dirty jumpsuit.


  He leaps for her—


  —and is promptly swallowed up. Her mouth flaps close. And press inward with a crunch. Blood wells up around the edges, dribbling down like juice from fresh berries. When the mouth opens again, Burnsy is gone. All that remains of him is the dark stains on her infinite teeth.


  Then she brings that mouth down on Mookie.


  He cries out. Holds out his arms and kicks out his legs, and suddenly he feels like a man trying to hold up the ceiling. Hercules and Atlas all in one, his muscle-gone-flabby body the only thing keeping her from eating him up too. He holds two of the flaps open while the other two batter at him, tearing into his skin, abrading his meat like he’s being dragged across a bed of hard coral.


  He looks down into that pulsing pink pit of her throat.


  It’s oblivion. Any time it opens, he sees an endless well of stars. And he hears a song rising up from the deep of her belly—a grotesque chorus of voices calling his name, singing him to doom, chiding him to let her have his skin, to join them in the dark, to find his place in the stinking pit of offal, the abattoir of her charnel-house belly.


  The throat flutters like a bladder filling and shrinking. A spasmic agitation.


  And then the pink flesh is ripped open.


  A face, a human face, emerges from the hole. White teeth. Blood-slick skull. Bone shining beneath. Burnsy screams. A wordless wail.


  Then he flings something at Mookie.


  The five-colored key.


  Pelsinade rears back, lifting Mookie up in this paroxysm of misery—


  He clutches the key to his chest and rolls free of her four jaws as they come crushing together—


  Mookie falls—


  Splash.


  Above him, the dark shape lashes about—


  The key is warm and wet. Mookie presses his back up against a rough-scrabble rock and jams the key into the hole in his chest.


  He feels his innards explode. Everything is color. Bright, dark, gleaming. A knife with many blades spinning inside him. He tastes bitter pennies. Feels rats crawling around his guts. His limbs distend, then shrink. His jaw cranes wide, and his eyes feel like they’ve got someone’s thumbs behind them trying to push them out of his head—


  And then it all snaps back, whip-crack. His breathing goes quick, shallow, his body tightly wound. He feels the Red Rage burning through him, but he’s focused like he’s on the Blue stuff. The Green is throttling his heart—fire and steam give him life, motion, madness. He feels here and in a hundred other places, the Ochre again casting him—just his mind, this time—to the deep rifts of the glowdark Expanse, to the skies above them, to the mountains and seas and deserts, to the pits and peaks.


  In there, too, is Nora. Her blood. A taste of it on the back of his tongue.


  And again all the memories of her come landing on his beach.


  When he opens his eyes, the god-worm is rushing toward him. Mouth once more open. Her song calling to him.


  A glint of light ahead of him—


  His cleaver, there in the water.


  Mookie crouches down, reaches for the cleaver, holds it up, blade out—


  He is a rock. An immovable object. A part of the world, not apart from it.


  The blade slices into the length of her body. Starting at her mouth. She slides along it, and the cleaver unzips her like a meat-suit. Her insides rain down on him, splashing like chum for sharks. And then her tail passes over him and it’s done. Her body curls in on itself, spasming and shuddering. And then it stops. A gassy, wet wheeze rises from the wound. The whole body sags, the head splashing down in the tide pool. Mookie stands. Panting. The key still jutting out of his chest.


  He sees the door.


  He rips the key out of his chest.


  It’s a horrible feeling. Like being alone. And powerless.


  But some of it lives within him still. The shadow of that power is still power.


  He moves toward the door—


  And a hand catches him on the shoulder.


  Hrothk. Looking beaten to hell. Like a road after a long winter, like a sidewalk broken by a jackhammer. “The god-worm?”


  Mookie grunts and gestures to the creature coiled around them. Blood and guts pooling in the knee-high waters.


  “It is noon,” the golem growls. “We are too late to stop the wedding.”


  “She’s still in there,” Mookie says.


  “Yes. But now only one outcome exists if the world is to remain.”


  “We could kill Owen.”


  “Killing a daemon is no easy task.”


  “Neither is killing a god-worm. Look around you.”


  “We don’t have time!” Hrothk bellows. “Daemons are immortal. Nearly indestructible. It is too much of a risk.”


  Mookie remembers: Ernesto Candlefly coming back from the brink of death. Repairing himself like it was nothing at all. Then tormented there in the pit, withered and ruined but never dying. It’s then Mookie says her name because he knows: “Nora.”


  “Yes. If she dies before the transition is complete, we may yet be able to save the world. I’ll do it. You don’t have to—”


  But he stiffens and snarls. “Bullshit. She’s my daughter. She’s my responsibility. If she’s going to die...” He bites back tears. “Then she does so by my hand.”


  He pulls away from Hrothk, and climbs up onto the sagging god-worm corpse, using it as a step stool to reach the door in the wall. Mookie jams the key into the lock.


  The door opens, and a wedding awaits.


   


  38.


   


  This is how it ends.


  — Day 1 of the War Journal of Persephone


   


  It should be beautiful.


  A man at his daughter’s wedding day.


  And in such a beautiful place.


  Pink stone pillars. Going on endlessly, infinitely, each wound with ivy of endless colors—blues and greens and reds. The light here feels tangible. The air is sweet and shimmers as if alive somehow.


  The Interstitium. A place Mookie knows nothing about—only that it is a place between the Great Below and the Infinite Above. Like the space between two floorboards, or the vacancy betwixt walls.


  Seats, cast in a semi-circle, like a peacock’s tail. Men and women—daemons, Mookie suspects, sit in the chairs, heads reeling back. Eyes blank, without pupils. Mouths open. All of them singing a single hymn, a mantra, a vibration. They begin to rise out of their seats. The pillars begin to shudder and fracture with gunshot cracks.


  He’s too late.


  There. Ahead of all the chairs. Between four pillars.


  A dais.


  On the dais, his daughter. Her toes pointed downward as she floats in the air, hair swimming about her as if trapped in still waters. Owen, also floating, head ratcheted back, dark light shining from his mouth. Her mouth opens and dark light joins it.


  As Mookie and the golem make their way to the center of the room, it’s like the wedding stage is a prism—black light suddenly radiates out, like shards of mirrored glass, and it slices into Mookie. He feels it pushing against him, pulling him apart like he’s an old stuffed teddy bear ripping apart at rotten seams. Hrothk steps in front of Mookie to shield him—the golem continues to take the living light full-on. But his flesh is stone, and it is not so neatly pulverized. Bits chip away, streamers of dust, but his form holds. The golem moves toward the dais, and Mookie moves behind him.


  He thinks of Skelly, suddenly. Back in New York. Waiting for him.


  He knows now he’s not coming back.


  He won’t see her again.


  He hears their conversation played in his head, again and again...


  I’m not a hero.


  I know.


  You can’t trust me to make the right decisions.


  Nobody’s asking you to. You’ll figure it out.


  I won’t. I can’t.


  You have a plan... you’re not the man anybody would’ve asked for but you’re the man the world is gonna get. Nora needs you.


  The pillars begin to break apart. Bits crumbling. One pillar suddenly shatters, tenting inward at a sharp angle like a tree broken in half. Then it crumbles all the way, falling to pieces. Another corkscrews, its pink stone spiraling outward in a spray. Some of it peppers Mookie like shrapnel, and he feels blood welling up from where it stings him, embedding in his thuggish gristle.


  All around them, the daemons sing. Blissfully unaware. Unaffected by the rays of dark light. They’re part of this. It won’t destroy them. Mookie sees Candlefly. Aurora. Other Candleflies. He thinks to leave the safety of Hrothk, take his cleaver and take their heads as prizes—but then the dais is beneath them. It’s too late for any of that.


  They ascend. One step, two step, three steps.


  “We have no time,” Hrothk roars.


  Mookie steps out from behind the golem. Now unshielded.


  The light emanates from Nora and Owen. Mookie feels it like a hurricane-force wind. It’s shaking him apart. His bones hurt. His heart, squeezed as if in a vice.


  He hears Hrothk in his ear. Do it. Do it. Now!


  He unclips the cleaver. Holds it steady.


  Nora’s head turns toward him. Eyes glistening even as spears of light shine from them like spotlights. A small smile turns at the corner of her lips and she mouths two words to him: Kill. Me.


  Mookie hesitates.


  Pillars break into dust.


  The floor begins to split. Daemons hover, their song growing louder.


  Hrothk raises his gun-arm. Points it at Nora.


  Mookie mouths three words of his own to Nora.


  Then he brings the cleaver down.


  He gives it everything. He has to. He channels whatever of the Pigments are left inside his heart up through his spine, to his shoulder, down the length of his arm like a whipping bolt of lightning—


  The cleaver cuts through Hrothk’s arm at the elbow.


  The golem’s quartz eyes flash with fear and betrayal.


  Mookie catches the gun-arm. He turns toward the golem and says that he’s sorry. Hrothk roars, rears back with his fist, but it’s too late. Mookie spins the gun-arm around and jerks back on the mineral-crusted trigger.


  A hole appears in the center of his head.


  Out the back of his skull, glowing geode bits explode, caught in the spires of dark light before disappearing. A gush of steam, then the golem drops.


  Mookie spins around. He reaches for his daughter’s hand and takes it—


  I’m not the world’s hero. I’m her hero.


  Their fingers enmesh, and he is pulled apart by her light.


   


  


  Epilogue.


   


  The world I knew is gone. As my father would’ve said, “It shit the bed bloody.” Survivors use the silly word “topsy-turvy” because it sounds nicer than what really happened: the clouds rained blood, earthquakes tore through everything, tornadoes scooped up houses and cars and dogs and children, and a volcano opened up in the middle the country, belching black death into the skies.


  That was during the day.


  Then night came. And Hell opened its doors.


  Goblins spilled out. Snakefaces whipping them like sled-dogs. Reaper-cloaks hovering above it all, standing vigil as the god-worms burst free.


  Human survivors met those new horrors that night. They thought the worst of it had hit them when the earth swallowed up towns, when corkscrew winds took their loved ones away and threw them ten miles off, broken like dolls in some field. They didn’t think monsters would be next. Monsters who wanted to eat them. Or use them. Or just play with them the way a cat plays with a baby rabbit.


  And even those of us who knew what might be coming were surprised. New horrors rose up. Things never before seen or described. The long-limbed things we call Spider-Maidens. The wailing, twisting nightjars. The ghouls and orcus, the blood-singers and soul-pickers. And other singular things that have no names that we yet know.


  The daemons are already carving up territory, too. For them it’s open war now. Which family will reign supreme? The Glasstowers are falling. The Candleflies are rising. The rest better pick sides.


  Whatever. Fuck it. Here we are.


  The day of the wedding. Carried to the place in the mouth of a god-worm—a monster I learned later met a gory end thanks to my father, Mookie Pearl. I’ll talk more about that day later. About how Owen tried to warn me, but it was too late. About how that evening, after the first earthquake, I walked Hollywood Boulevard and met John Atticus Oakes there at an intersection—the Skinless King, my new number one enemy.


  What I want to write about today is my father.


  My father fucked up. He made a mistake.


  He should’ve killed me, and he didn’t, and now all of this is on his shoulders.


  And I love him for it. I have never loved him more. My memory of him is as pure as the snow I’ll probably never see again. My last memory is him holding my hand as I watched him... break apart. It was like when, as a kid, you’d take your thumb and press it against the garden hose, then aim it at the ground—the dirt and the mud clods would just break apart, pull away, go runny and wet before disappearing. He just fell apart. Carried away by the shining mirror-light that came off me.


  My second-to-last memory of him was the three words he said to me.


  “I choose you.”


  I knew what he meant the moment he said those words. I asked him to kill me, but he didn’t. He chose me over the world. He chose to be my hero, not your hero.


  You probably hate him for that, if you’re someone who knows what happened there that day. And I get that. I do. But I don’t hate him and I hope you’ll decide not to hate him, either. Because all my life I was convinced he chose everything else above me, but just this once, right at the end, he chose me above everything and everyone in the world. I have never felt more special as a daughter. And I like feeling special.


  Just the same, he gave me a favor, and now I’m going to pass along the favor to you. I have power now. The things I can do—it’s really something.


  I’m going to put all the snakes back in the can. I’m going to unbreak what was broken. Somehow, someway, I’m going to save this hell-fucked world.


  I’m going to send them all back down into the dark.


  Just you wait and see.


  — Day 30 of the War Journal of Persephone
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